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ABSTRACT

FIGHT, FLIGHT, BARTER, OR COLLABORATE: KINDERGARTEN TEACHERS’
PERSPECTIVES OF IMPLEMENTING
THE COMMON CORE STATE STANDARDS
Sarah Verbeke Machamer, Ed.D.
Department of Curriculum and Instruction
Northern Illinois University, 2018
Joseph Flynn, Director
Using Shulman’s theory of teacher knowledge as the theoretical framework and a
phenomenological research design, this qualitative study used Seidman’s three-interview
protocol to understand how 11 kindergarten teachers perceived the CCSS affected their use of
developmentally appropriate practices (DAP) and their instructional discretion. This study also
examined how these teachers perceived their public school setting (rural, suburban, urban or
urban charter) affected their implementation of the CCSS. Colaizzi’s seven-step
phenomenological methodology was employed to analyze the data into emergent themes.
Five themes related to the research questions emerged from the analysis. First, the
kindergarten teachers in this study perceived the CCSS to be challenging for their students.
Second, the teachers identified DAP as important to their practice. Third, the teachers perceived
there to be barriers to their use of DAP. Fourth, the teachers identified discretion as important to
their practice. Fifth, the teachers perceived their school setting directly affected how they
implemented the CCSS. Additional findings show the majority of participants perceived the
CCSS negatively affected their use of DAP and that attention must be given to planning to
ensure DAP’s use. Finally, findings show that to maintain their discretion and use of
instructional practices like DAP, the teachers engaged in fight, flight, barter, or collaboration
behaviors with their principals.

Findings from this study illustrate the need for teachers to play a central role in the reexamination of the kindergarten CCSS for developmental appropriateness as well as the
implementation of the CCSS at the school level. Findings also show the need for school leaders
to become well versed in the use of DAP to address standards and to work toward creating
collaborative learning communities within their schools. Last, these findings show that the CCSS
as a reform effort for improving student outcomes for ELL students and students of poverty are
falling short of their intended goal.
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CHAPTER 1
INTRODUCTION

Kindergarten in the United States has changed since its early beginnings in Boston in
1860. Originally designed to nurture young learners through hands-on playful learning (Tyack &
Cuban, 1995), it has now become what many call the new first grade (Bassok, Latham, &
Rorem, 2015). Kindergarten teachers, now a part of the Common Core State Standards (CCSS)
learning continuum, must decide how they will teach the CCSS to their students. In today’s
kindergarten, it is not uncommon to see children sitting at desks, completing skill sheets, and
memorizing long lists of sight words. Playful learning has been literally relegated to the corners
of the classrooms, where very often one will find free-play housekeeping kitchens and
construction centers pushed out of sight and out of the way of skills-based learning (Gullo &
Hughes, 2011).
However, kindergarten need not be an either/or proposition – all skills based or all playbased. Advocates for early learning assert that kindergarten-age children benefit from active,
hands-on, play based learning experiences (Bodrova & Leong, 2003; Gullo & Hughes, 2011; Lee
& Goh, 2012). These developmentally appropriate practices (DAP) have been shown to be
successful in developing both social and cognitive skills in young children (Charlesworth, 1998;
Copple & Bredekamp, 2009). Developmentally appropriate instruction can be used to teach skills
and reach standards, but it is up to the teacher to decide what methods he or she will employ to
address the skills and standards (Copple & Bredekamp, 2009; Hoffman, Paciga, &
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Teale, 2014). Their decisions will determine if active, play-based, developmentally appropriate
learning methods will be used or if, both literally and figuratively, these practices will be pushed
to the corners of the kindergarten landscape to make way for more didactic methods usually
reserved for older children.

Problem Statement

Adoption of the Common Core State Standards by over 40 states across the country is
considered by some to be the most ambitious school reform effort to date (Bomer & Maloch,
2011). Spanning kindergarten through 12th grade, the standards outline specific skills in
English/language arts (ELA) and mathematics that increase in complexity to ensure that all
students are ready for college and career upon graduation. While the skills students must
demonstrate are clearly delineated, the teaching methods to support student acquisition of the
skills are not (Hodge & Benko, 2014). Currently, school leaders and teachers across the
kindergarten through 12th-grade continuum are attempting to address the question: What are the
best methods to teach the Common Core State Standards?
Kindergarten teachers hold a unique position in the Common Core State Standards
learning trajectory. Historically, kindergarten has been a time for the youngest learners to adapt
to the school setting through play and hands-on experiences (Tyack & Cuban, 1995). However,
more recently, due to the 2001 No Child Left Behind legislation and its focus on reading and
math outcomes, kindergarten has shifted from a play-based curriculum to a more traditional
skills-based curriculum (Mattera, 2010; Parker & Neuharth-Pritchett, 2006). Kindergarten
teachers stand at the juncture of early childhood education and elementary education; thus, they
must have knowledge of instructional methods and learning outcomes of both strands of

3

education and often experience tension navigating the expectations of both worlds (Graue, 2001).
As the entry grade for the CCSS, kindergarten teachers are expected to provide that first critical
step in the standard progression and may “find themselves caught in the crosswinds of early
childhood philosophy and the very real mandates of formalized schooling” (Crawford, 2004, p.
205).
The kindergarten English/language arts (ELA) and mathematics Common Core State
Standards require students to learn not only discrete skills but also require students to problem
solve and think critically (Common Core State Standards Initiative, 2017c; Hoffman, Paciga, &
Teale, 2014). There is research that examines the influence past reform efforts, such as NCLB,
have had on teachers’ abilities to teach standards-based instruction using DAP (Goldstein, 2007;
Gullo & Hughes, 2011; Shepard & Smith, 1988). There is also research that examines the
influence the CCSS have on teacher agency and professionalism (Endacott et al., 2015) as well
as teacher perceptions of the CCSS (Matlock et al., 2016). However, limited empirical research
has explored the experience of kindergarten teachers implementing the Common Core State
Standards (Hoffman et al., 2014).

Purpose Statement and Research Questions

The purpose of this study was to understand how kindergarten teachers experience the
implementation of the Common Core State Standards (CCSS) using developmentally appropriate
practices (DAP). The following research questions were explored:
1. What are kindergarten teachers’ perceptions of the CCSS and their influence on
developmentally appropriate practices?
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2. What are kindergarten teachers’ perceptions of the impact the CCSS have had on
teacher discretion regarding curriculum and instruction in the kindergarten
classroom?
3. How do kindergarten teachers perceive the influence that their school setting and its
structures have on their implementation of the CCSS?

Significance of Study

This study contributes to the body of knowledge about the implementation of the
Common Core State Standards. Additionally, this study’s focus on implementation of the
standards using developmentally appropriate practices contributes to the field of early childhood
instruction and the impact the standards are having on teachers’ discretion to teach students using
developmentally appropriate practices. This study addresses how school setting impacts the
implementation of the Common Core State Standards through the examination of 11
kindergarten teachers working in four distinct school settings: rural public, suburban public,
urban public, and urban charter. The results add to the current body of knowledge on school
setting, teacher discretion, and curricular change.
This study sought to describe the lived experiences of teachers as they implement the
Common Core State Standards in their kindergarten classrooms. Implications from their
experiences are drawn to inform teachers, school leaders, local policy makers, and national
policy makers about how the Common Core State Standards shift from a written document that
outlines what to teach to actual pedagogy that describes how teachers can implement the
standards in their own unique contexts.
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Theoretical Framework

The theoretical framework for this study is based on Shulman’s (1987) theory of teacher
knowledge due to its alignment with the research questions focused on teacher discretion
regarding implementation of instructional practices. Shulman posits that effective teaching is far
more complex than teachers having content knowledge or knowledge of effective teaching
strategies. Instead effective teaching relies on teachers tapping into various sources of acquired
knowledge. Shulman describes four sources of teacher knowledge: knowledge of content,
knowledge of teaching materials and school structures, knowledge of pedagogy, and knowledge
gained from teaching experience.
During the course of this study, the 11 teachers were interviewed and asked to reflect on
their implementation of what Shulman (1987) would describe as the “texts,”--the Common Core
State Standards and developmentally appropriate practices. Attention was given to how the
teachers perceived their choices in transforming the written standards for these texts into living
curriculum through their pedagogical reasoning processes.

Limitations

A limitation of this study was that it used a qualitative phenomenological research design.
Due to its qualitative nature, it represents only one way of understanding the experiences under
study (Creswell, 2013). Its phenomenological design might also be considered a limitation in that
the teacher participants were purposively selected to answer the research questions (Maxwell,
2013).
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Delimitations

This study examined only 11 kindergarten teachers working in four different types of
settings. Data were collected over the course of the 2016-2017 academic year. Data collection
was limited to three interviews with each participant.

Methodology

A qualitative phenomenological study design was used in this study. Eleven participants
who met predetermined criteria established by the researcher were selected from four school
settings. The selected teachers were a convenience and network sample drawn from four
different school settings: rural public elementary school, suburban public elementary school,
urban public school, and urban public charter school. Data from three semi-structured interviews
were collected over the course of 11 months. Data were analyzed using Colaizzi’s (1978) sevenstep phenomenological methodology. To ensure that data were analyzed reliably, I employed the
use of member checks and peer reviews.

Definitions

This study used the following definitions of key terms:
Common Core State Standards: A set of common learning standards for mathematics and
English/language arts adopted by 42 states. These standards scale in complexity from grades
kindergarten through 12, with the final goal of students being career and/or college ready upon
graduation.
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Developmentally Appropriate Practice: Teaching methods for learners age birth to eight that
prioritize caring and respectful classroom environments, positive teacher-student relationships,
and use of varied student-centered activities that include all forms of play, careful planning of
instruction, ongoing and meaningful assessment of student learning to guide instruction, and
strong family/parent/school partnerships (Copple & Bredekamp, 2009).
Rural Public Elementary School: A school that is publicly funded and located in an area in which
fewer than 2,500 people reside (United States Census Bureau, n. d.).
Suburban Public Elementary School: A school that is publicly funded and located in an area in
which no less than 2,500 but no more than 50,000 people reside (United States Census Bureau, n.
d.).
Teacher Discretion: The term is considered synonymous with the terms “teacher autonomy” and
“teacher decision making” as it relates to curriculum and instruction. It is viewed as the capacity
a teacher has to identify and deliver instructional practices that address the needs of his or her
students.
Urban Public Charter School: A school that is sponsored by organizations other than the state, is
publicly funded (United States Department of Education, 2009b), and is located in an area in
which more than 50,000 people reside (United States Census Bureau, n. d.).
Urban Public School: A school that is publicly funded and located in an area in which more than
50,000 people reside (United States Census Bureau, n. d.).

Organization

This research study has eight chapters. The first chapter established the problem, purpose,
and significance of the study. The theoretical framework used to examine the research questions
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is also explained. Chapter 2 provides a review of the literature. Chapter 3 explains the research
methodology. Chapter 4 describes the personal histories of the participants as well as
demographic information regarding the schools in which they teach. Chapters 5, 6, and 7
examine responses associated with Research Questions 1, 2, and 3, respectively. Finally,
Chapter 8 discusses the data and implications for policy, practice, and future research.

CHAPTER 2
REVIEW OF LITERATURE

The Common Core State Standards (CCSS) are the latest iteration for holding schools
and teachers accountable for specific learning outcomes. With detailed standards in both
English/language arts (ELA) and mathematics, the standards are meticulously scaled up from
kindergarten through 12th grade to ensure that students have the necessary content and thinking
skills to be successful in whatever post-secondary path they select (Common Core State
Standards Initiative, 2017a)
Historically, the kindergarten year was reserved for learning through active hands-on play
(Tyack & Cuban, 1995). However, reform efforts such as No Child Left Behind that focused on
learning standards and high-stakes testing have changed the content of the kindergarten
curriculum and, in turn, caused a shift in teaching methods from hands-on play to more direct
instruction (Mattera, 2010). The recent adoption of CCSS forced kindergarten teachers to shift
their instruction further to meet the content and cognitive demands of the new standards. It
remains unclear if kindergarten teachers will be able to teach the CCSS using hands-on, playbased learning practices, known as developmentally appropriate practices (DAP), currently
advocated by the National Association for the Education of Young Children (NAEYC). This
merging of early childhood education expectations and CCSS expectations may place
kindergarten teachers in the middle of conflicting instructional mandates.
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Chapter 2 is a review of the literature associated with the implementation of the CCSS in
kindergarten and its impact on teacher discretion. It includes discussion of five concepts as they
relate to this study’s research questions: a) the history of school reform efforts in the United
States, b) adoption of the CCSS, c) developmentally appropriate practices for students in early
childhood, d) teacher discretion and the impact that standards and testing have on teachers’
discretion, and e) the effect of school context on teacher discretion. It concludes with
presentation of literature related to the theoretical framework.

School Reform in the United States

A reflection on the history of public education in the United States is in many ways a
reflection on the various reform efforts that have been implemented over the years (Tyack &
Cuban, 1995). This section will examine the how educational policy has been affected by the
changing perspectives regarding the purpose of public education. It will also discuss the
influence that economic theory has had on the prevailing views regarding the purpose of
education and how these views created the conditions for standards-based reform efforts. This
section concludes with a detailed examination of the No Child Left Behind Act.

Purpose of Education and Policy Change

Educational historians Tienken and Orlich (2013) and Tyack and Cuban (1995) remind us
that the purpose of education in America has been under question since its founding. Both
studies note that Thomas Jefferson envisioned a system that educated the entire citizenry, not just
the elites, to ensure democracy. The notion of state-funded public education eventually took
hold, but its purpose was still a source of debate. On one hand, there were those who believed
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schools should educate students to participate in and contribute to a democratic society. On the
other hand, there were those who believed that schools should prepare workers to grow
America’s economy. Throughout the 19th century, America’s population boomed with newly
arrived immigrants. By the early 20th century, the number of students enrolled in public
education grew, especially at the high-school level. All through this time, various educational
experiments and reform efforts took place as the push and pull over the purpose of school waged
on.
By the middle of the 20th century, three separate events occurred that strongly influenced
public policy and public perception regarding the purpose of education. The first was the launch
of the satellite Sputnik by the Soviet Union in 1957 (Ravitch, 2010; Tyack & Cuban, 1995). For
many in the United States, this event represented the failure of the American school system to
generate students who were mathematically and scientifically ahead of not only the Soviet
Union, but other countries around the world as well. As a result, competing for global dominance
as a technological force became the purpose of education, and policy changes in mathematics
and science curricula were implemented.
The second event that strongly influenced policy and perception regarding the purpose of
education was the enactment of a piece of legislation meant to address the inequities that existed
in society for children of color and poverty (Tienken & Orlich, 2013). President Johnson
declared America’s War on Poverty in 1964 and with it authorized the Elementary and
Secondary Education Act (Spring, 2010). This law provided federal funds for books and other
materials, offered scholarships to college for low-income students, and offered schools serving
low-income students additional funding. Over the years, this law has been reauthorized and
amended and is still in effect today.
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A third event that impacted public education was the 1983 release of A Nation at Risk
(US National Commission on Excellence in Education). This scathing indictment of the state of
public education in America was written to arouse strong sentiment around the purported failure
of schools to adequately prepare students to contribute not only to national security but to the
global economic success and of the country (Berliner & Biddle, 1995). As a result, policy was
enacted to change the content of curriculum to match the new purpose of education as a vehicle
to improve America’s global competitiveness and national security (Giroux, 2013; Saltman,
2012; Tienken & Orlich, 2013; Tyack & Cuban, 1995).
The common thread that unites these three events is their attention to policy to improve
student achievement at the school level based on a specific vision of the purpose of public
education (Tyack & Cuban, 1995). These three events combined to form a compelling narrative
regarding the state of public education that persists today: public education is failing America’s
economic standing and national security due to weak teachers and weak curricula (Giroux,
2013). America’s teachers are also failing poor students and students of color by accepting
sinking standards. Therefore to increase the country’s economic strength and also combat low
teacher expectations, policy must be enacted that standardizes and assesses instruction (Berliner
& Biddle, 1995; Giroux 2013; Spring, 2010; Tienken & Orlich, 2013).
Berliner and Biddle (1995) suggest an alternative narrative. This narrative holds that the
various reform efforts that have existed over the years were simply myths to advance the
political whims of those in power. The reform efforts that were carried out did little or nothing to
address the larger social problems of poverty that impact student achievement and, thus, have
been carried out at the expense of students of poverty (Noddings, 2007; Tienken & Orlich,
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2013). The next section of this paper addresses the recent political and economic conditions that
have influenced the purpose of schooling, related policy, and its impact on students of poverty.
Neoliberalism and Its Impact on Educational Policy

According to Tienken and Orlich (2013) and Tyack and Cuban (1995),
the push and pull over the purpose of education led to various movements within education and
education policy. A pendulum swing has existed over the years that has moved between
traditionalists who advocate for a teacher-centered classical form of curriculum that promotes the
view of education as a lever for economic growth and progressives who advocate for childcentered, less traditional forms of curriculum that promote the view of education as a lever for
democracy. The swing of the pendulum has always been in direct response to the social and
political milieu of the times.
The end of World War II in 1945 brought with it worldwide reconstruction and
enactment of economic policies meant to bring stability to a world torn apart by six years of war
(Harvey, 2005). Economic policies that created a balance between public and private interests
were put in place. These egalitarian policies were based on the economic theories of John
Maynard Keynes. Keynesianism was the dominant economic theory from 1945 through the
1970s (Harvey, 2005; Steger & Roy, 2010; Thorsen & Lie, n.d.). However, while Keynesianism
helped to re-establish economic order that benefitted many members of society, it did not benefit
all members, especially women, people of color, and people of poverty (Lipman, 2011).
In 1980, Ronald Reagan was elected president of the United States. Soon after, A Nation
at Risk was published. Chastising the performance of American students on achievement tests
compared to peers in other countries, this report warned of the economic doom that would befall
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the country if immediate changes to public education were not made. This report called for
improved teacher training, the establishment of learning standards, and increased accountability
through achievement testing (United States National Commission on Excellence in Education,
1983).
A Nation at Risk sounded an alarm calling for the educational system to reform itself to
improve America’s global economic standing. The alarm, however, did not just ring on its own.
It was a part of a larger economic phenomenon taking place all over the world: the move away
from Keynesian liberal economic policies toward neoliberal economic policies that embraced the
idea of a self-regulating free market system to create strong economies (Harvey, 2005; Steger &
Roy, 2010; Thorsen & Lie, n.d.).
Harvey (2005) describes neoliberalism as a set of practices based on the premise that
personal and economic freedom is the result of institutions that advocate for “strong private
property rights, free markets, and free trade” (p. 2). Saltman (2012) suggests that “neoliberalism
aims to eradicate the distinction between the public and private spheres, treating all public goods
and services as private ones” (p. 15).
Neoliberalism found a foothold during the late 1960s and early 1970s as globally
economies began to slow down and the economic and social injustices that plagued women,
people of color, and people of poverty began to surface (Lipman, 2011; Steger & Roy, 2010).
Lipman noted that “the power of neoliberalism lies in its saturation of social practices and
consciousness, making it difficult to think otherwise” (p. 6). The disdain and distrust of
corporations and capitalism held by many at the time provided the right environment for the
ideology of neoliberalism with its urgent and commonsense messages of anti-government
involvement and personal freedom to take hold (Harvey, 2005).Thus, it was in this political
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milieu that the pendulum of education reform swung away from educating citizens to participate
in a democratic society toward education as a business whose goal is to develop citizens to
compete in the global economy as both workers and consumers (Giroux, 2013; Saltman, 2012;
Tyack & Cuban, 1995).
The continuing education narrative throughout the 1980s and 1990s focused on the
failure of public education. The Democratic and Republican platforms throughout the 1980s,
1990s and into the 2000s all stressed the notion that public education is the vehicle to create
workers who can compete in the global economy and elevate the country’s status in the global
market (Spring, 2010; Tyack & Cuban, 1995). The reauthorization of ESEA in 2002 marked a
watershed moment in school reform policy and neatly tied together the favored narrative of
America’s failing public schools and neoliberal free market theory to create an altogether new
breed of school reform. The next section of this paper discusses this reform effort, the 2002
reauthorization of ESEA also known as No Child Left Behind (NCLB).

No Child Left Behind Act

In 2002, President George W. Bush reauthorized the ESEA. The amended Act brought
with it unprecedented attention to curriculum, instruction, and assessments to measure student
achievement (Boehner, 2004; Michelman, 2012; Ravitch, 2010). NCLB legislation linked
compliance to key requirements to federal funding for education. States that wished to take
advantage of additional funding for their education coffers had to agree to a variety of mandates.
Mandates included annual testing of all students in Grades 3 through 8 and, for high schools,
confirmation that all teachers were highly qualified to teach core subjects, provision of additional
education services (e.g., tutoring, additional instruction) to students whose schools did not make
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adequate yearly progress (AYP) for two years in a row, school choice, and work toward 100%
proficiency in all subjects by 2014 (Boehner, 2004; Michelman, 2012; Ravitch, 2010).
The focus on student assessment and measuring schools’ AYP was unique to NCLB.
NCLB legislation set annual growth targets for schools that would either result in schools
meeting AYP and continuing to receive federal funds or schools failing to meet AYP and
receiving sanctions (Boehner, 2004; Ravitch, 2010). The legislation rested on the behavioristic
theory that school leaders and teachers would be motivated to improve student performance on
the high-stakes tests to avoid sanctions that could affect their schools negatively (Hursh, 2007;
Lee & Reeves, 2012).
NCLB legislation was also focused on ensuring that all students meet AYP regardless of
race, ethnicity, poverty level, disability, or English proficiency (U.S. Department of Education,
2002). Schools were held accountable for meeting AYP targets for each of these subgroups and
offered a special designation of “safe harbor” (p. 9) for schools that showed growth within these
subgroups (Boehner, 2004). The NCLB Act deferred to the states to create the assessments to
measure student progress.
NCLB was considered an ambitious reform effort (Hess & Finn, 2007). However, it has
drawn much criticism, especially in regard to its use of neoliberal, free-market tactics such as
high-stakes assessment as a form of accountability and the expansion of school choice options
(Au, 2011; Giroux, 2013; Hursh, 2007). NCLB was passed with bipartisan support due in part to
its focus on closing the achievement gap between poor non-White students and White students
and ending the “soft bigotry of low expectations” (Noddings, 2007, p. 35). However, it has been
proven that high-stakes testing can be manipulated in a variety of ways to serve a variety of
purposes (Ravitch, 2010). In fact, unintended outcomes of NCLB and its focus in high-stakes

17

assessment and AYP targets were the narrowing of the curriculum to focus more instructional
time on the tested subjects of reading and mathematics at the expense of science, social studies,
and fine arts; teaching to the test; and reduction in test complexity to give the appearance of
improvement (Afflerbach, 2005; Au, 2011; Pederson, 2007; Powell, Higgins, Aram, & Freed,
2009; Ravitch, 2010).
Stern (2014) states, “Let’s not mince words about President Bush’s NCLB: this education
reform really was all about federal ‘bribes’ and coercion of states and localities” (p. 27). His
criticism of NCLB is based on the lack of concern from fellow conservatives regarding what he
describes as federal intrusion into the realm of state-controlled education. When viewed from the
lens of neoliberalism, the bribes and coercion were simply a way to bring free-market practices
such as school choice, supplemental education services, and high-stakes testing of standards into
public education (Apple, 2001; Noddings, 2007; Ravitch, 2010; Saltman, 2012; Spring, 2010;
Tienken & Orlich, 2013). As with previous reform efforts meant to improve the academic
achievement of poor and non-White students, NCLB legislation did not include measures that
address the social conditions that perpetuate poverty (Noddings, 2007).
By 2007, it became apparent that NCLB was in trouble. Results from testing showed
lukewarm results, especially for non-White students (Harrison-Jones, 2007; Shanahan, 2014).
Dee and Jacob (2011) found improvement in mathematics in both fourth and eighth grades;
however, they were unable to find evidence that reading performance of fourth graders
improved. Lee and Reeves (2012) found minimal change in student scores on both the highstakes assessments given by the states and by the low-stakes National Assessment of Educational
Progress (NAEP) since the adoption of No Child Left Behind. Additionally, student
achievement through high-stakes testing was hard to track, as many states changed their state-
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level assessments and cut scores to increase the number of students meeting AYP to avoid
sanctions (Ravitch, 2010). Even with the changes by 2007, 28% of schools across the country did
not achieve AYP targets (Center on Education Policy, 2012). These results paved the way for a
new federal intervention in public education known as the Common Core State Standards.

Common Core State Standards

School reform is a part of the history of public education. No Child Left Behind played a
pivotal role in the shift from reform that occurs at the state level to reform mandated at the
federal level (Hursh, 2007). The next section will examine the federal grant program called Race
to the Top, the creation and adoption of the CCSS, and the implications that the CCSS have for
students of color and poverty in the United States.

Reauthorization of ESEA: Racing to the Top

Barack Obama was elected president in the midst of a major economic downturn in the
United States in 2008. At the same time, the National Governor’s Association (NGA), Council of
Chief State School Officers (CCSSO), and Achieve, Inc. (2008) released a report that advocated
for common standards and assessments, student progress monitored against international
standards, and recruitment and training of both teachers and school leaders. The 2009 economic
stimulus package called the American Recovery and Reinvestment Act (ARRA) provided $4.35
billion for a grant program called Race to the Top (RTTT). Its main purpose was to improve
student outcomes and achievement, close achievement gaps, and improve high school graduation
rates to prepare students for college and career upon high school graduation (United States
Department of Education, 2009a).
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The RTTT grant program offered funds to states who adopted specific reforms, including
designing student data tracking systems, turning around schools designated as failing, improving
teacher training, developing and recruiting teachers, and “adopting standards and assessments
that prepare students to succeed in college and the workplace and to compete in the global
economy” (United States Department of Education, 2009a, p. 2). Each of these reforms held a
point value. The adoption of the common standards known as the Common Core State Standards
(CCSS) and participation in a common assessment based on the CCSS carried a significant point
value and offered states a greater chance of winning grant funds (United State Department of
Education, 2009a). By September 2009, all 50 states and one U.S. territory agreed to participate
in the creation of the Common Core Standards.
President Obama hailed the RTTT grant program as a way for states to pursue the
important work of reforming schools based on high standards and assessments that would
prepare America’s students to be both college and career ready by the time they graduate from
college (Common Core State Standards Initiative, 2017b). The focus on college and career
readiness aligned with standards was an important message in a time of economic uncertainty
(Tanner, 2013). Equally important was addressing the failures of NCLB, most notably the varied
standards and assessments across the states that muddied the results of its impact on student
achievement (Lee & Reeves, 2012).
The White House described Race to the Top as an innovative reform effort (Common
Core State Standards Initiative, 2017b). However, a survey of the literature showed differing
views. Tenam-Zemach and Flynn (2011) described its emphasis on college and career readiness
as a vehicle for narrowing the purpose of education to creating workers for a global economy.
Tanner (2013) asserted that RTTT forces teachers to continue to narrow curricular experiences to
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those that are assessed, which could mean overlooking the psychosocial needs of students. In
addition, RTTT did not address the problems of poverty, poor housing, or nutrition that affect
student achievement (Gangi & Reilly, 2013; Tanner, 2013).

Rise of the CCSS

The development of the CCSS, however, did not occur after the passage of ARRA and
the RTTT grant competition in 2009. The development of common standards started long before
in response to the Clinton Administration’s failed attempt to introduce national standards through
the non-profit organization called Achieve (Schneider, 2015). Achieve was created by the
National Governor’s Association (NGA) and business leaders to support states’ efforts to create
high-quality standards, assessments, and instruction (Achieve 2015; Schneider, 2015). In 2001,
Achieve joined forces with organizations such as the Education Trust and the Fordham Institute
to create the American Diploma Project (ADP) to examine high school standards. Based on a
two-year pilot study of state standards, Achieve asserted in a 2004 report, entitled Ready or Not:
Creating a High School Diploma That Counts, that high school diplomas meant very little to
universities and employers, as high schools were simply not producing students who were ready
for post-secondary life (Schneider, 2015). Schneider maintains that the “seed idea” (p. 42) for the
CCSS came from ADP efforts and its supposed identification of a common core of standards that
would prepare students for career or college.
The creation of the CCSS has been promoted as a state-led initiative, but the creation of
the CCSS began in 2008 before ARRA and RTTT encouraged states to adopt standards and
assessments. However, during the 2008 election, both Democrats and Republicans continued to
promote the neoliberal perspective that education was the path to greater global competitiveness,
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higher employment, and equal opportunities (Spring, 2010). It was in this milieu that the nongovernmental agencies of Achieve, the NGA, the Council of Chief State School Officers
(CCSSO), and consultants from Student Achievement Partners (SAP) began the process of
creating common standards in mathematics and English/language arts, funded privately by
billionaire Bill Gates (Schneider, 2015, Wood, 2014).
Tienken and Orlich (2013) suggest that it is necessary to know the history of education to
see the inherent problems of current reform effort policies. The next section focuses on the
critical reaction to the Common Core State Standards.

CCSS and Implications for Students of Poverty

Alfie Kohn stated in a 2004 blog post that there is a
public view of education: Do anything you want as long as it is done to increase
accountability and raise standards. This makes it look like something is being done but it
is based on exaggeration of the problem, a misanalysis of its causes, and a simplistic
prescription that frequently does more harm than good. (p. 1)
This section examines how fairness, equality, and opportunity for students of poverty have never
been realized in the quest to do something about the state of public education. The urgency to
create students who are college and career ready is explored followed by an examination of the
implications CCSS has had on curriculum and instruction. It concludes with a discussion of the
shift of responsibility of government for the economic and social well-being of citizens to public
education as a means for justifying the CCSS.
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“Necessity” of Becoming College and Career Ready
Lipman (2011) states that in the “neoliberal framework, education is a private good, an
investment one makes in one’s child or oneself to ‘add value’ to better compete in the labor
market, not a social good for development of individuals and society as a whole” (p. 15). This
notion is certainly apparent in the message Achieve and the politicians were sending the
American public regarding the need for common standards: if the country had common and
assessed standards, then schools could produce students who achieve at higher levels and who
could, therefore, contribute more effectively to their own economic development. This line of
logic, intended to be another commonsense argument in support of neoliberal policy, has its
critics.
Well before RTTT, CCSS, or even NCLB, Darling-Hammond (1998) spoke about the
investment in education for children of poverty. She noted in 1998 that “the wealthiest 10% of
US school districts spend nearly 10 times more than the poorest 10%, and spending ratios of 3 to
1 are common within states” (p. 28). She asserted that the achievement of students of color was
directly related to the unequal distribution of educational resources. More recently, Rotberg
(2011) suggested that standards-based reform efforts have increased inequities for students of
color. Under NCLB, if a school did not make AYP, sanctions were applied that increased with
severity with each successive failing year. According to the Center on Education Policy (2012),
in 2007, 28% of schools across the nation did not meet AYP. By 2010, that number jumped to
39%, and in 2011 a full 48% of schools did not make AYP. According to the United States
Department of Education (n.d.), “Schools that were high-poverty, high-minority, urban, and large
were less likely to make AYP than other schools” (p. 2). NCLB taught us that standards and
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assessments cannot “improve schools or create educational opportunities where they do not now
exist” (Darling-Hammond, 2004, p. 227). However, Darling-Hammond’s observation did not
change the failing American education narrative formed over the years. According to the editors
of Rethinking Schools (2015), the creation and implementation of the CCSS is the result of this
continued narrative. Mathis (2010) asserts CCSS and its accompanying assessments would
replicate “the most damaging aspects of the existing standards-based accountability policies” via
high-stakes standards and aligned assessments ( p. 3).
CCSS advocates and literature assert that common standards will help America keep its
global competitive edge (Common Core State Standards Initiative, 2017b; Mathis, 2010; Stern,
2014); however, there is little evidence to prove that common standards and assessments will
improve the United States’ economic standing, wages, or quality of life. Mathis (2010 and
Spring (2010) both question this assertion, as many factors outside of education, such as natural
resources or taxes, can contribute to a nation’s economic success. Mathis also questions the
cause-and-effect relationship offered by President Obama that countries with strong education
systems have stronger economies by pointing out that even during the economic downturn of
2008, the United States remained globally competitive.
The corporate school reform of NCLB and now the CCSS are based on the belief that
public education is a failed system. Saltman (2012) disagrees with this assessment. Like DarlingHammond (1998), Saltman is critical of the lack of equity and equality in school funding.
Saltman notes the schools “that received high investment have always excelled, according to
traditional measures of quality” (p. viii), whereas schools in rural and urban areas of poverty
have “been historically shortchanged, receiving about a third of the per-pupil investment of the
best-funded public schools” (p. viii).
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Kornhaber, Griffith and Tyler (2014) examined the different views of policy makers
involved in the creation of the CCSS. They found that the CCSS was created with an “equality
view” (p. 18), with the intention that the CCSS would provide equal “standards, opportunity to
learn, expectations, and truths” (p. 18) that would level the playing field for all students
regardless of what school they attended. While many of the policy makers understood that not all
schools are equal in terms of financial resources to assist in the implementation of the CCSS,
Kornhaber et al. note that early in the development of the CCSS, policy makers sought legal
counsel to ensure that the CCSS would not be an agent for lawsuits to address the economic
disparities that exist among schools across the nation.
The adoption and implementation of the CCSS call into question once again the purpose
of education. The goals of the CCSS are not to prepare students to participate in a democracy.
Instead the stated goals are to prepare children for college and career (Common Core State
Standards Initiative, 2017b). Eppley (2015) calls this goal a neoliberal trap regarding the purpose
of education. She states, “Schooling for the marketplace positions students as commodities to be
exchanged for profit rather than connected members of local, regional, and global communities”
(p. 6).
Curriculum and Instruction Implications of the CCSS

The CCSS were adopted by over 40 states in 2010, and in 2014, the first wave of CCSSaligned assessments were introduced. Schneider (2015) maintains that the “CCSS was never
meant to stand alone. It was meant to be a test-driven reform package” (p. 45). Therefore, the
next section will discuss the commentary around high-stakes assessments, the design of the
CCSS, and its instructional implications.
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High-Stakes Testing
No Child Left Behind was based on the assumption that “testing and standards help ‘level
the playing field,’ giving all children equal opportunity to move up the socioeconomic ladder”
(Cruz & Stake, 2012, p. 115). The implementation of the CCSS is based on the same meritocratic
assumption. Cruz and Stake reject this claim and assert that high-stakes testing found in a
meritocratic society such as the United States “fosters competition in ways that assure those
having had the most privilege for education will get [a] disproportionate share of the social
benefits” (p. 115). This perspective echoes both Darling-Hammond (1998, 2004) and Mathis’s
(2010) arguments regarding school funding and educational opportunity.
Reutzel (2013) states that no real evidence suggests standards or high-stakes testing
improves instruction or contributes to higher test scores. Looking back to the results of testing
during the NCLB era, student achievement based on test scores was lukewarm at best (Mathis,
2010; Ravitch, 2010). It is interesting to note that in other high-performing countries, testing is
not used to single out failing schools but to identify instructional trends and to identify overall
program strengths or challenges (Levin, Schwartz, & Gamoran 2012). And yet, due to NCLB,
high-stakes testing is now accepted as common practice in America (Au, 2011).
The results of high-stakes testing have been assessed, and they have been found to
negatively impact curriculum and instruction in several ways. High-stakes testing has been
shown to narrow the curriculum and reduce the amount of instruction given to science, social
studies, or the fine arts in order to spend more time teaching assessed subjects (Au, 2011; Hursh,
2007; Wood, 2014). High-stakes tests have also given rise to the increase in scripted curricula
and the reduction of teacher autonomy (Au, 2011; Giroux, 2013). A troubling critique of high
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stakes-testing comes from Cruz and Stake (2012), who contend that high-stakes testing and
meritocracy affect how achievement is viewed. They say:
Meritocracy is the name for a scholastic atmosphere of competition, discrimination, and
aspiration to be superior. It tells not that the student “be the best you can be” as much as
“be better than the others.” The academic testing of students is reported not in terms of
what the examinee has learned but how he or she stands among other examinees. (p. 129)

Design of the CCSS

The question of who designed the CCSS has come under criticism. The Common Core
State Standards Initiative (2017a) states that the CCSS were developed in collaboration with
state leaders, teachers, and major educational organizations, such as the American Federation of
Teachers and the National Council of Teachers of English. Mathis (2010), Schneider (2015), and
Wood (2014) all counter that claim. Schneider describes these individuals as “edupreneurs ...
individuals with zero K-12 classroom teaching experience who began businesses in education
and received financial backing from other edupreneurs serving in influential roles” (p. 96). Wood
charges that adoption of the CCSS is “one of the worst examples of malfeasance in modern
American history. Within a matter of a few months, most Americans were placed under a new
nationalized educational regime they had no share in creating and no opportunity to review” (p.
32).

Instructional Implications
Wexler (2014) comments, “‘College and career ready’ is code for the well-worn phrase
‘what they should know and be able to do’” (p. 53). Wexler further states, “One might ask,
however, whose standards are these? Who decides what parents and teachers need to know?
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What do we mean by ‘help’ students learn, and who decided what they should learn?” (p. 54).
The question of whose knowledge is most valuable as it relates to standards and instructional
content is echoed by Lipman (2011) and Saltman (2012). The CCSS were developed by funding
from Bill Gates and written primarily by three individuals: David Coleman, Jason Zimba, and
Susan Pimentel. Unlike past standards-based reform efforts, minimal design input was given by
teachers, researchers, and other educational professionals (Mathis, 2010; Schneider, 2015;
Wood, 2014). There are claims that the CCSS are “the only educational reform of the past 40
years that has any chance of restoring traditional academic content to the classroom” (Stern,
2014, p. 5). However, Bomer and Maloch (2011) and Reutzel (2013) contend that the CCSS’s
research base lacks depth and does not reflect accepted reading practices that have been
established through empirical studies. It would appear that the most valued knowledge and the
voices that stand to influence instruction most are those of David Coleman, Jason Zimba, and
Susan Pimentel (Hodge & Benko, 2014).
Criticism regarding CCSS’s impact on the learning of students of color and poverty is
directly related to its content. In the Publisher’s Criteria for the CCSS, Coleman and Pimentel
(2012) suggest that to achieve the standards, students and teachers should focus on the close
reading of complex texts for all students, including those who are reading below grade level. By
third grade, there should be equal exposure to literature and informational texts. Appendix B of
the CCSS document offers a list of suggested titles that reflects the complexity and breadth of
reading suggested by the authors (Common Core State Standards Initiative, 2017a).
Neuman and Gambrell (2013) agree that the CCSS are needed if students are to be
successful in the 21st century; however, they also state that while standards must offer challenge,
they must also be attainable. Requiring students to read texts that are too difficult will not allow
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them to work successfully toward the standards. Neuman and Gambrell state, “Previous
experiences suggest that we could run the risk of alienating students to the degree that they lose
motivation to read. No one likes to be in a position where they feel like a failure” (p. 4).
This sentiment is also shared by Fraser (2015), who shares the concern that the
prescriptive nature of the standards will reduce autonomy and keep teachers from using materials
that are of interest to children. This is especially problematic for students of poverty who often
become detached from learning due to curriculum and instruction that do not promote
engagement (Walker, 2014). Hiebert and Mesmer (2013) suggest that using materials that are too
challenging decreases motivation to read. They state that there is no research “that indicates that
increasing challenge [and potential levels of failure] earlier in students’ careers will change this
dismal national pattern of disengagement with literacy” (p. 48). Tatum (2013) notes that teachers
must be careful not to misinterpret the message of text complexity given by the authors of the
CCSS. If they do, they are in danger of “ignoring the complexity of students’ lives and their need
for more” (p. 81).

Shifting the Focus from Poverty to Teachers

Arne Duncan, the U.S. Secretary of Education and creator of the RTTT grant, stated,
“The one true path out of poverty is education” (as cited in Weiner, 2014, p. 1). The idea of
education as a path out of poverty reflects educational ideals going back to public education’s
inception and, as this paper has outlined, has been the justification for NCLB and the CCSS.
Weiner asserts that public education cannot be the one path out of poverty, as millions of citizens
are consigned to it due to the conditions of our current economic policies.
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Hursh (2007) noted that neoliberal education policies such as NCLB shift the blame for
weak academic performance to teachers and away from economic policies that create conditions
for low wages and inadequate housing and health care. In shifting the blame, the government
gives the appearance of doing something to close achievement gaps and reduce educational
inequity. Henig, Malone, and Reville (2012) and Krashen (2014) agree with this assertion and
argue that the CCSS, like NCLB, do not address the impact of poverty on academic achievement.
Krashen further states that the CCSS will “bleed billions from places the money is badly needed,
where it can help protect children from the effects of poverty. The only real outcome of the
CCSS is to... ‘take from the needy and give to the greedy’” (p. 37). Schools cannot alone fix the
inequities that exist in this country, and Americans must accept the fact that public schools
cannot fix all society’s problems (Levin, Schwartz, & Gamoran, 2012).
Efforts to reform American education have been a part of the system from its inception
(Tyack & Cuban, 1995). No Child Left Behind ushered in an era of accountability through highstakes testing (Ravitch, 2010). Race to the Top and the Common Core Standards are the latest
reform efforts. In the early stages of implementation, concerns are being raised about the
appropriateness of the Common Core Standards for early learners (National Association for the
Education of Young Children, 2012).

2015 Reauthorization of Elementary and Secondary Education Act

President Obama reauthorized ESEA in 2015 and gave it a new name: The Every Child
Succeeds Act (ESSA). ESSA, scheduled to go into effect during the 2017-18 school year, was
envisioned as “a civil rights law” (United States Department of Education, 2017, p. 1) that
continues to shine the light from the federal level on the educational inequities and achievement
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gaps that remain for students of poverty and color. The new legislation shifts much of the
accountability measures away from federal mandates and allows individual states to create plans
that focus on the following areas: college and career readiness standards, assessment of student
proficiency with standards, data analysis of student achievement, communication to stakeholder
communication, professional development and teacher quality, and funding for low-SES schools.
ESSA maintains a focus on funding and access to preschool education and addresses the needs of
English language learners and students of poverty (Education Trust, 2016). Under ESSA, states
are no longer held accountable to AYP expectations mandated at the federal level but are
required to set ambitious college-and-career-ready achievement goals in three areas: proficiency
on a state tests, ELL proficiency, and a third goal focused on growth of a subgroup of students of
the state’s choosing. While states are required to have rigorous standards, states are not required
to use any one set of standards, including the Common Core State Standards. What does remain
the same from the NCLB era, however, is mandated reading and math assessments of all students
in Grades 3-8 and once during Grades 9-12, with the exception of one percent of the specialneeds population and English language learners in their first two years of residency on the
country (Editorial Projects in Education Research Center, 2016; United States Department of
Education, 2017). As of April 2017, 16 states have submitted their ESSA plans for review, with
the remaining states scheduled to submit by the fall of 2017 (Bellwether Educational Partners,
2017).
While ESSA allows states to create their own accountability plans instead of being
accountable to federal guidelines (Cardichon & Darling-Hammond, 2017), how different the new
policy will be from past ESEA mandates and federal influence once it is fully implemented
remains unclear. What is also unclear is whether ESSA will cause states that have not already
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pulled back from the Common Core State Standards to begin to shift away from them as well.
Bellwether Educational Partners (2017), a non-partisan non-profit organization, has established
an external review process for states to submit their ESSA plans for review prior to formal
submission to the Department of Education. Upon reviewing the plans of 17 states, Bellwether
Educational Partners found that states are expanding areas that will be assessed, including
science and social studies. This is a turn away from NCL- era accountability that did not assess
science and social studies and thus created the unintended consequence of less instructional
focus on those subjects. The Bellwether group also found that states were including more college
and career readiness indicators and year-to-year growth indicators. Both of these indicators are
deemed positive in that they focus on work toward larger goals of achievement over time as
opposed to a single fixed score (Bellwether Educational Partners, 2017).
While these aspects of states’ ESSA plans were positive, there were areas of concern. The
Bellwether group (2017) noted that states’ plans lacked sufficient details in their plans regarding
subgroup achievement accountability and the identification and support of schools needing
improvement. Their review of plans further found that states’ plans reflected the bare minimum
compliance in these areas. This lack of specificity and lack of robust compliance have the
potential to reduce the focus on subgroup achievement, which came to the forefront during the
NCLB era (Bellwether Educational Partners, 2017).
In a recent New York Times article, Green (2017) describes the role the United States
Department of Education is taking in approving states’ ESSA plans. It was widely anticipated
that the Department would approve plans without much federal interference, as the current
Secretary of Education, Betsy DeVos, is a proponent of local control. However, feedback given
to the first several states to submit their plans shows that the department is scrutinizing the plans
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more carefully than anticipated. States are being challenged on their long-term goals,
identification of language learners, and performance measurements. This scrutiny is appreciated
by some policy makers and advocacy groups in that it is continuing to put pressure to support the
learning of subgroups as states start to take a less aggressive stand on setting targets for
proficiency. On the other hand, this scrutiny is seen by others as a continued overreach by federal
involvement in education.
It remains to be seen how the remaining ESSA plans will fare in their reviews. It also
remains to be seen how ESSA differs in implementation from NCLB and how this policy plays
out in schools across America.

Developmentally Appropriate Practice

Early childhood education has a long history in the United States and a tradition of
advocating for child-centered instructional methods (Hinitz, 2013). The next section of this
literature review examines developmentally appropriate practices for early learning instruction. It
begins with a discussion of early childhood education and follows with an examination of key
concepts of developmentally appropriate practices (DAP), the challenges of implementation, the
relationship between developmentally appropriate practices and standards, and the critical
response to DAP.

Early Childhood Education

According to Morrow and Tracey (2007) and Nutbrown, Clough, and Selbie (2008), the
work of several prominent theorists paved the way for early childhood education. Dewey’s
progressive views of education heavily influenced early childhood education instruction by

33

advocating for instruction that focused on the experience of the child and on capturing teachable
moments as opposed to heavily teacher-directed instruction. Montessori greatly influenced early
childhood education by advocating for the use of manipulatives and students pursuing their own
interests at their own pace. Vygotsky influenced the field through the concept of learning with
adult scaffolding. Additionally, the work of Erikson contributed the notion of healthy social and
emotional development of children. The foundation for early childhood instruction was built on
these theories and practices.
Today early childhood education is described as the services and educational
programming in child care centers, private schools, or public schools offered to children from
birth through age eight (Hinitz, 2013). A strong voice in the field of early childhood education is
that of the National Association for the Education of Young Children. Established in 1929 as the
National Association for Nursery Education (NANE), its purpose was to support the
development of nursery schools and child care programs and to guide their use of practices
known to enhance the development of children. In 1964, the organization was renamed the
National Association for the Education of Young Children (NAEYC). Through its voluntary
accreditation program and annual conferences, NAEYC has expanded its membership from a
mere handful of members to over 5,000. By the mid-1980s, NAEYC saw its membership grow to
over 90,000. NAEYC’s expanded presence allowed it to increase its advocacy role by issuing
regular position statements on a number of topics related to early childhood education and to
contribute to related research through annual conferences, book publications, and its periodical,
Early Childhood Research Quarterly. Funded by membership fees, private donations, and
revenues from publications, NAEYC describes itself as one the leading voices in early childhood
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education and currently boasts a membership of over 100,000 (National Association for the
Education of Young Children, n.d.)

Features of DAP

In 1986, NAEYC published one of its most influential publications, Developmentally
Appropriate Practice in Early Childhood Programs Serving Children from Birth Through Age 8.
It has been revised three times, most recently in 2009 by Copple and Bredekamp, to address
critical responses, to reflect new research and perspectives in the field of early childhood
education, and to outline NAEYC’s principles and curriculum guidelines for early learners
(Charlesworth, 1998; Kim, 2011).
DAP is described as both a concept related to the various developmental areas for young
children (Kim, 2011) and instructional guidelines for early childhood practitioners (Lubeck,
1998). NAEYC’s DAP guidelines have been both hailed and criticized (Charlesworth, 1998;
Lubeck, 1998), but the contents of the “green bible” (Lubeck, 1998, p. 286), which describes the
color of the document’s cover, has had a strong influence on the field of early childhood
education and individual teacher practice (Charlesworth, 1998; Shipley, 2014)
DAP was originally created as a set of instructional guidelines based on NAEYC’s desire
to provide information for organizations looking to gain accreditation through its voluntary
program. It was also meant as a strong statement against the use of direct instruction that was
increasing in frequency and popularity in early childhood education programs (Lubeck, 1998).
Since its first edition, DAP has offered guidelines for practice that are appropriate for
children at their various stages of development (Charlesworth, 1998). The next section of this
chapter describes the key sources of knowledge teachers must reflect on as they work with
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children, the principles of child development, the guidelines for DAP, and the relationship
between DAP and the development of self-regulation in young learners.

Key Sources of Knowledge

Copple and Bredekamp (2009) assert that it is essential that teachers be intentional in the
decisions they make in helping children work toward learning goals. They state that “the core of
developmentally appropriate practice lies in this intentionality, in the knowledge that
practitioners consider when they are making decisions, and in their always aiming for goals that
are both challenging and achievable for children” (p. 9). Copple and Bredekamp outline three
sources of knowledge teachers must have to support student learning. The first is knowledge of
child development and learning. Therefore, teachers must know about the trajectory of child
development so they can anticipate and plan for instruction that is appropriate for children at
their current level of development. Copple and Bredekamp contend the second is knowledge of
their students as individuals through a variety of methods, such as observation, analysis of
student work, interviews with parents and caretakers, and conversations with students. When
teachers know their students as individuals, they can plan for instruction that supports individual
work toward goals. The third source is knowledge of the unique cultural and social situations in
which students live. An understanding of and respect for the language, behavioral expectations,
and values that influence students’ lives are essential for teachers to create instruction that not
only is respectful but is also meaningful to the children’s lives. As teachers of young children
plan for instruction, reflecting on these three sources of knowledge will help teachers become
intentional practitioners who “see children as they are to make decisions that are
developmentally appropriate for each of them” (p. 10, emphasis in the original).
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Principles of Child Development

According to Copple and Bredekamp (2009), teachers must not only examine the sources
of knowledge to fully understand the students they teach, they must also be well informed about
the principles and theory of early childhood development. Copple and Bredekamp outline 12
principles of child development teachers should consider as they create programs of instruction:
● The recognition that the three domains of learning (physical, social, and emotional)
are important and are interrelated.
● Early child development follows a fairly predictable path. Knowledge of these paths
is essential for strategic programming.
● Children learn at different rates.
● Learning and growth are related to both experience and biologic functions.
● Both positive and negative early experiences have a cumulative effect on child
growth and development.
● Development of thinking skills and self-regulation becomes more sophisticated and
complex over time.
● Positive relationships with adults enhance development.
● Children’s development is impacted by cultural and social influences.
● Children learn in many different ways and benefit from a variety of teaching methods.
● Play supports self-regulation, language, social, and cognitive development.
● Growth and development occur when children are supported with tasks just beyond
current skill levels.
● Positive learning approaches (persistence, flexibility, initiative) impact student
development.
Copple and Bredekamp (2009) acknowledge that no list of principles of development can
ever be complete. However, they maintain that if teachers are responsive to these principles, they
will be well poised to create an instructional program that is appropriate for young learners.

Guidelines for DAP
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The principles outline what is necessary for practitioners to know about early learning,
whereas the guidelines frame how practitioners can help young learners reach their full potential.
Copple and Bredekamp (2009) provide five guidelines for practice they believe teachers must
address if they are to design DAP in their classrooms:
● Establish a safe and caring classroom environment that includes establishing positive
relationships; understanding and valuing the needs and desires of peers; and learning
through collaboration, play, and conversation with peers and adults.
● Know students and their caretakers well and establish strong teacher-student
relationships; maximize student development and desire to learn through the use of
varied student-centered methods, including scaffolded experiences, student choice,
and opportunities to engage in play in all its forms to build self-regulatory skills.
● Plan strategically and collaboratively with colleagues to meet established goals in
ways that acknowledge students’ abilities and current developmental levels.
● Assess students in meaningful, ongoing, and appropriates ways to inform instruction.
● Develop meaningful and productive relationships with parents and families; include
opportunities for caretaker involvement with the understanding that both family and
teacher share in the responsibility of working toward student goals.

DAP and Self-Regulation

In NAEYC’s position statement, Developmentally Appropriate Practice in Early
Childhood Programs Serving Children From Birth Through Age 8 (2009), self-regulation and
play are mentioned as key levers for developing cognitive, social, emotional, and physical skills
in young learners. Self-regulation is the ability one has to control or stop a behavior as well as
initiate a behavior on demand. Self-regulation is used in social encounters, such as when children
share toys, and in academic encounters, such as when children attend to letters in unknown
words instead of inventing text (Bodrova & Leong, 2008). Blair and Blair and Razza (as cited in
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Bodrova & Leong, 2008) found that a child’s ability to self-regulate in early childhood was a
stronger predictor for later success in reading and mathematics than IQ scores.
NAEYC (2009) states in its position statement that play, in all its forms, is the most
powerful vehicle in which to develop self-regulation in young learners. Rushton, Juola-Rushton,
and Larkin (2009) compared DAP, Cambourne’s conditions for learning, and brain-based
research. They suggest that hands-on, rich, active, positive learning environments that integrate
interactions with adults and peers in discussion and play build strong neurological pathways in
young learners. Bodrova and Leong (2003) share research by Elkonin (from the 1970s) that play
in early learning settings positively impacts motivation for learning, develops the ability to be
reflective, helps children develop the ability to think abstractly, and helps to further a child’s
ability to remember and to focus attention.
The principles and guidelines established by NAEYC provide “a child-centered approach
to instruction that views the child as the primary source of the curriculum and recognizes young
children’s unique characteristics” (Charlesworth, 1998, p. 275). NAEYC’s view of DAP offers a
roadmap for early childhood educators when creating instructional experiences for their students.
However, implementing DAP in the field is not clear cut. The next section of this paper
examines the complications teachers face when implementing DAP in their classrooms.

Complications to Implementing DAP

It has been shown through empirical research that children enrolled in DAP classrooms
perform better academically, exhibit more positive behaviors, and demonstrate more motivation
for learning than students not enrolled in DAP classrooms (Charlesworth, 1998). DAP
curriculum has also been proven to promote “equity in in developmental outcomes, at least
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concerning African American and European American children from socioeconomically diverse
backgrounds” (p. 276). However, while DAP has been effective in early learning settings, it is
not always easily implemented. Factors that complicate teachers implementing DAP in their
classrooms include the variability of approaches to DAP, the challenges of planning and
teaching, and standards and accountability reform efforts.

What Does DAP Look Like?
Instruction in kindergarten has been described as “unforgivingly complex” (Goldstein,
2007, p. 52). This notion can certainly be extended to all early childhood instruction. Children
enter school, whether at five years of age for kindergarten or younger for preschool and prekindergarten programs, with a range of life experiences, skills, and attitudes toward learning.
Teachers also enter the field with a range of life experiences, teaching skills, and values
regarding learning. These factors contribute to the complex nature of implementing DAP in
classrooms.
Lubeck (1998) asserts that DAP looks different in different classrooms based on both
teacher and student experience. Parker and Neuharth-Pritchett (2006) maintain that teachers are
often uncertain about the features of DAP and didactic practices and how they can both be
implemented in the kindergarten classroom. Kim (2011) contends that there is “not a unique
concept of developmentally idealistic practice” (p. 13). Although NAEYC offers specific
guidelines, teachers may understand and implement DAP in a variety of ways due to their own
and their students’ linguistic, social, or cultural backgrounds (Kim, 2011). While this lack of
prescription toward practice allows teachers to adapt DAP to meet the needs of their students, it
contributes to the confusion around what DAP should look like in the field.
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Attempts to evaluate DAP in classrooms may offer challenges due to this variability of
implementation. What is determined to be DAP in one classroom might be designated as
developmentally inappropriate practice in another (Lubeck, 1998). DAP is filtered through the
lenses of individual teachers; therefore, application of practices will vary from setting to setting
(Kim, 2011).
In addition to DAP looking different across classrooms based on the teachers’ and
students’ backgrounds and perspectives, how DAP is implemented can be influenced by the
number of students enrolled in a class or the amount of instructional support available to
teachers. DAP values individualization, choice, play, and conversation (Copple & Bredekamp,
2009). Teachers in settings with large class sizes may be challenged when creating opportunities
for students to engage in DAP or may have to adapt certain activities, such as free-choice centers
or free play, to accommodate larger class sizes. A teacher may have a clear vision for creating
DAP in his or her classroom, but he or she may not be able realistically plan for it or must adapt
one’s practices (Barron, 1997).

Knowledge of DAP and Expectations for Learning

Developmentally appropriate practice can also vary due to teacher knowledge of DAP.
Knowledge of DAP can be cultivated during pre-service years. However, Kim (2011) and
Bournfreund (2012) have noted that teacher preparation regarding DAP can be lacking, which
can impede implementation of DAP. Teachers often know the basic tenants of DAP but cannot
conceptualize how DAP can be translated into practice. Teachers must be well versed in how
DAP can be used to teach a variety content areas such as reading, math, science, or social studies

41

(Kim, 2011). According to Kim, teacher education programs must do a better job at helping preservice teachers learn about the content they will be expected to cover using DAP.
Fully implementing DAP in classrooms demands that teachers carefully plan for
instruction (Copple & Bredekamp, 2009; Kim, 2011; Morrow & Tracey, 2007). To do so,
teachers must know how to make use of a variety of resources, including materials and time.
Lack of materials and lack of knowledge of how to best use those materials presents
complications for teachers. A classroom full of manipulatives will go to waste if a teacher does
not know how to create a plan for their use. Conversely, teachers who lack resources such as
manipulatives or activity stations are also challenged in using DAP (Morrow & Tracey, 2007).
Planning for DAP, such as creating centers, exploration activities, and other hands-on activities,
takes time. Teachers may feel the pressure of time and resort to the use of teacher-directed
activities such as worksheets or whole-group lectures that do not require the same planning time
(Parker & Neuharth-Pritchett, 2006).
Time can also hinder the implementation of DAP. Teachers feel pressure to cover content
within a specific time frame or to stay on a pre-determined schedule (Nitecki & Chung, 2013).
This pressure can cause teachers to shortchange opportunities to engage in DAP. For example,
free play, so important in developing self-regulation that is the key to future cognitive
development (Bodrova & Leong, 2008; Copple & Bredekamp, 2009; Nitecki & Chung, 2013),
must be thoughtfully executed. Free play allows for students and teachers to engage in
meaningful conversation. It is during this time teachers can deepen or expand conversation with
children as well as make careful and thoughtful observations of them. If teachers cannot
adequately manage or advocate for the time it takes to do this, learning opportunities will be
wasted (Nitecki & Chung, 2013).
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Another complicating factor for teachers implementing DAP is expectations teachers
have for students based on students’ socioeconomic status (SES), which Stipek (2004) notes
directly impacts the type of instruction that is used. One reason Stipek cites for this factor is the
lack of teacher training. Stipek notes that teachers in low-SES schools tend to be less trained and
lack the skill set to design instruction using DAP. Therefore, they may be more inclined to rely
on direct instruction methods. Stipek also notes that teachers in low-SES schools perceive their
school system as having lower expectations for learning and development of higher order
thinking skills. Stipek found that the higher percentage of low-SES and underachieving children
of color enrolled in a school, the “more didactic teaching and less constructivist teaching were
observed. Didactic, scripted teaching was particularly prevalent in schools and classrooms with a
high proportion of African American children” (p. 561). This observation is in line with that of
Ryder and Burton (2006) and Charlesworth (1998), who noted that scripted and teacher-directed
methods of instruction have become the preferred method of instruction for low-SES students
based on the belief that direct instruction is more efficient in making student achievement gains
to reach accountability goals over more constructivist methods.

Standards and Accountability

The standards and accountability movement has impacted early childhood education as
all states now have learning standards for pre-kindergarten (National Institute for Early
Education Research, 2015). With the adoption of the Common Core State Standards in 2010,
over 40 states have common standards kindergarten through Grade 12 for English language arts
and mathematics. Reaching accountability goals through high-stakes testing associated with
standards has been the focus of educators since the adoption of No Child Left Behind (NCLB) in
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2002 (Jennings, 2012). Mattera (2010) states, “Since the inception of NCLB, K-12 students have
been given tests designed to measure whether teachers and schools are meeting the NCLB
standards. Students bear the responsibility for proving the effectiveness and quality of teaching”
(p. 43). Due to this responsibility, a major roadblock to implementing DAP in early childhood
classrooms is the current accountability culture related to standards and high-stakes testing in
education.
Testing concerns due to NCLB mandates have reduced the time students in kindergarten
have for the arts, imaginative play, and free play through recess (Nicolopoulou, 2010; Parker &
Neuharth-Pritchett, 2006; Powell, Higgins, Aram, & Freed, 2009). Play is integral in developing
self-regulation in young children (National Association for the Education of Young Children,
2009) which, in turn, has an important role in the development of problem solving, critical
thinking, language and literacy development, and social skills (Lee & Goh, 2012; Nitecki &
Chung, 2013; Vygotsky, as cited in Nitecki & Chung, 2013). However, play in the kindergarten
setting has decreased due to curricular demands as a result of external mandates (National
Association for the Education of Young Children, 2009; Shepard & Smith, 1988).
Although testing for accountability purposes does not take place in kindergarten, the
curriculum pressure from standards in the upper grades is felt by kindergarten teachers who
report feeling pressure, or curricular “push-down” (National Association for the Education of
Young Children, 2012, p. 6), to increase direct instruction of skills and reduce time in play
(Mattera, 2010; National Association for the Education of Young Children, 2009; Parker &
Neuharth-Pritchett, 2006). Parents also seek out early learning experiences that are more skill
based to prepare their children for the academic rigors of the elementary grades. School leaders,
reacting to external policy mandates and parental concerns, direct kindergarten teachers to
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devote more time to direction instruction and less time engaged in play (Bodrova & Leong,
2003; National Association of Early Childhood Specials in State Departments of Education,
2001).
Due to standards and accountability reform efforts, kindergarten is often described as
looking more like first grade (Gullo & Hughes, 2011; Kronholz, 2005). Early childhood
educators are experiencing pressure from upper level teachers to focus more on academic skills
to help better prepare students for the higher elementary grades and ultimately for the high-stakes
assessments associated with the standards. This pressure leads teachers to change their practices
away from DAP toward direct explicit instruction, as it is often seen as the best way to teach
large groups of students to attain standardized and predetermined skills (Copple & Bredekamp,
2009; Goldstein, 2007; Gullo & Hughes, 2011; Parker & Neuharth-Pritchett, 2006).
In addition to pressure from the upper grade educators, teachers attempting to implement
DAP also face pressure using curricula that promote didactic over constructivist methods
(Mattera, 2010; National Association for the Education of Young Children, 2012; Nitecki &
Chung, 2013). This was certainly seen in the NCLB era, as it was found that despite pre-service
training, teachers dropped the use of DAP and replaced it with practices dictated by districtmandated instructional basals (Crawford, 2004). Guidelines in the current Publisher’s Criteria for
CCSS encourage the creation and adoption of curricula that systematically and explicitly teach
foundational reading skills such as phonemic awareness, phonics, concepts about print,
vocabulary, and syntax (Coleman & Pimentel, 2012). In light of this, Mattera states that early
childhood educators feel that they can no longer honor DAP to achieve accountability goals.
How schools react to and enact policy can support or undermine the use of DAP. Van
Horn and Ramey (2004) found that teachers’ use of DAP is influenced by the schools in which
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they work. Van Horn and Ramey suggest that factors such as school policy, the types of teachers
school leaders recruit, their educational background and training, and the student population
served all influence, either positively or negatively, teachers’ use of DAP.
While Nitecki and Chung (2013) hold that tension exists between teaching standards
using DAP, others describe the tension between standards and DAP as a false dichotomy
(Clements, Fuson, & Sarama, 2017; Copple & Bredekamp, 2009; Nicolopoulou, 2010; Snow,
n.d.). Shanahan (2015) claims that the dichotomy between DAP and academic standards is a
falsehood created by U.S. psychologists in the 19th century “and it hangs on with those who
have never taught a child to read in their lives. Successful early literacy teaching is much more
interactive and hands on.” Copple and Bredekamp maintain that “standards overload is
overwhelming to teachers and children alike and can lead to potentially problematic teaching
practices” (p. 4), such as use of narrow objectives, tightly paced and rigid schedules, teacherdriven instruction, and limiting the amount of play, socialization, and physical activity children
need to develop a positive attitude to school and learning.

Balancing DAP and Standards

Developmentally appropriate practices and learning standards are not mutually exclusive
constructs. The National Association for the Education of Young Children (NAEYC) shed light
on this issue in its 2009 position statement, Developmentally Appropriate Practice in Early
Childhood Programs Serving Children From Birth Through Age 8. The NAEYC reported that
children enrolled in high-quality preschools make gains in literacy, mathematics, and socialemotional development if instruction is delivered using appropriate methods. However, these
early gains can be lost if students do not receive age-appropriate instruction as they move into
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grade school. The NAEYC goes on to state, “Educators and researchers are beginning to
consider how to unite the most important and effective elements of preschool education with
those of K-3” (p. 8). The NAEYC along with the National Association of Early Childhood
Specialists in State Departments of Education (NAECS-SDE; 2003) released a joint statement
outlining their position that effective curricula for young learners must have clearly established
goals that are met through active and engaged learning experiences and investigations.
The NAEYC and NAECS-SDE (2010) released another position paper describing their
position on the CCSS as it is related to kindergarten through third grade. They contend that
standards should drive early childhood education. They applaud the inclusion of the early
elementary grades in the CCSS, relating that it in doing so, the authors prevented curricula from
being enacted by teachers of kindergarten through third grade intended to be aligned with the
standards but might have resulted in instruction that was not developmentally appropriate. They
assert that the CCSS are age appropriate for kindergarten through third grade students; however,
they also state that standards to address the social and emotional development of children should
be added to the CCSS to ensure the development of the whole child (National Association for the
Education of Young Children & National Association of Early Childhood Specialists in State
Departments of Education, 2010). This stance is in line with Guernsey and Mead (2010), who
assert that children pre-kindergarten through Grade 3 are at a special time in their educational
lives, a time that is ripe for building both social and academic skills. Therefore, it is of utmost
importance that students at this age experience high-quality instruction that is developmentally
appropriate and is a part of broader pre-kindergarten through Grade 3 continuum.
More recently, NAEYC (2015) and Clements, Fuson, and Sarama (2017) address the
common criticism of the CCSS’s academic focus reducing time teachers have to develop social
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and emotional skills in their kindergarten students. NAEYC acknowledges that while the CCSS
lack the social/emotional domains that are typically outlined in early childhood standards, that
does not mean that the CCSS ELA and math standards are developmentally inappropriate for
kindergarten students and, due to their embedded language of teacher support and use of
manipulatives, actually fosters an environment where the use of DAP can flourish. Clements,
Fuson, and Sarama echo this position. They assert that the CCSS for math encourage DAP such
as model making, teacher/student talk, drawing, and use of concrete objects and manipulatives as
opposed to teacher-driven didactic instruction. Through the use of these methods and materials,
teachers can develop mathematical reasoning skills as well as social emotional skills.

Critical Perspectives Regarding Developmentally Appropriate Practice

The voices in support of DAP are strong and persistent. However, the voices advocating
for alternative approaches or alternative perspectives to early childhood education, while
somewhat less strong, are equally persistent and worthy of examination.
There are those in the field of education who condemn DAP, such as Stone, (2015), who
claims that DAP “has proven to be mistaken, outmoded, and counterproductive—especially
when used with disadvantaged children” (p. 3). Others, such as Hirsch (2013) and Kozloff and
Bessellieu (2000), maintain that DAP can involve many forms of instruction beyond free choice,
free play, and student-initiated activities to include teacher-centered instruction, such as direct
instruction. Wardle (n.d.) states that “all professions have a canon of beliefs and practices. Some
of these come from research and best practices; many simply develop and are passed on without
critical examination.” Lubeck (1998) takes issue with the notion of developmentally appropriate
versus inappropriate practices the NAEYC presents in its position statement. Lubeck suggests
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that setting guidelines and standards and positioning them as absolutes put the NAEYC in danger
of diminishing the voices of those who work in the field of early education. Lubeck posits that
teaching approaches must serve the children and must be based on their individual needs “rather
than making general rules and judging everyone by the same criteria regardless of circumstance
or concern or desire” (p. 287).
The Common Core State Standards outline what is to be taught from kindergarten
through Grade 12 to prepare students for college or career. They do not dictate how the standards
are to be taught (Common Core State Standards Initiative, 2017b). Prominent early learning
associations such as National Association for the Education of Young Children and the National
Association of Early Childhood Specialists in State Departments of Education offer detailed
positions based on research of the methods that have been proven to help young children learn
(National Association of the Education of Young Children, 2009; National Association of Early
Childhood Specialists in State Departments of Education, 2001); however, teachers determine
how the standards are taught through the instructional decisions they make in classrooms. The
next section of this literature review examines instructional decision making, or teacher
discretion.

Teacher Discretion
The terms “autonomy” and “discretion” are often defined in similar ways. Willis and
Sandholz (2009) describe professional autonomy as the ability of “teachers to make curricular
and instructional decisions to meet diverse needs of students in their classrooms” (p. 1068).
Fitchett, Heafner, and Lambert (2014) refer to instructional autonomy as “a teacher’s sense of
authority (and control) over their own classroom decision-making” (p. 5). Pitt and Phelan (2008)
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describe autonomy as the ability to think “for oneself in uncertain and complex situations in
which judgement is more important than routine” (p. 189) and then further describe the act of
teaching as “placing one’s autonomy at the service of the best interests of children” (p. 190).
Finally, Boote (2006) describes professional discretion as
the capacity and obligation to decide what actions are appropriate and the ability to take
those actions. Thus, a teacher’s professional discretion is centered on being able to decide
what should be taught and being able to teach it; mediating competing demands while
using learned expertise in order to meet the needs of students. (p. 465)
The term “teacher discretion” is used in this literature review and is considered
synonymous with the terms “teacher autonomy” and “teacher decision making.” Teacher
discretion is viewed as the capacity a teacher has to identify and deliver instructional practices
that address the needs of his or her students. This section outlines the research around teacher
discretion and follows with an examination of the effects of No Child Left Behind and the CCSS
on teacher discretion. It concludes with a review of teacher discretion in early childhood settings
and the impact that school context has on teacher discretion.

Research on Teacher Discretion

Teacher discretion has long been a hallmark of the teaching profession (Tenam-Zemach
& Flynn, 2011; Tyack & Cuban, 1995). Yet teachers have felt their discretion constrained.
Sometimes the constraint comes from within the teachers: a personal attitude that does not
promote learning, the fear of change, or loss of personal control. Other times discretion is
constrained due to external factors: policies that mandate practices, accountability measures, or
testing mandates (Ramos, 2006). Smaller (2015) contends that, historically, teachers have never
truly had teaching discretion, as they have always “worked under the yoke of surveillance and
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normalising state control” (p. 151). The tension between teacher discretion and external control
has been a source of investigation and research.
Teacher discretion as it relates to job satisfaction among teachers was examined by
Sweeney (1981). Sweeney found that the more teachers felt they could exercise discretion over
such matters as curriculum and school policy, the more satisfied they were in their position.
Pearson and Moomaw (2005) examined the relationship between teacher autonomy and job
stress, professionalism, and work satisfaction. They found no relationship between curricular
discretion and job satisfaction; however, a strong relationship between curricular discretion and
professionalism was noted, which suggests the importance that teachers place on viewing “their
occupation as a true profession” (p. 48).
Archbald and Porter (1994) found that teachers working in high-control districts –
districts that mandated curriculum guides, textbooks, and assessments – still maintained
discretion over their instructional methods. What is more, they found that whether in a lowcontrol or high-control district, mandated curricular policy did not have a strong enough
influence to impact teachers’ daily instruction and could not be considered strong vehicles of
control. They share that “those claiming that policies deprive teachers of curriculum control
should recognize that probably teachers rarely feel compelled to teach something against their
will” (p. 35).
Res and Nelson (2004), in their study on teachers’ experience with test preparation, found
that teachers did not implement the test preparation instruction per mandates due to their
resentment “over outside accountability impinging on their pedagogical territory” (p. 1322).
Willis and Sandholtz (2009) conclude in their study on the impact of school-based reform efforts
on teacher autonomy that teachers are in danger of experiencing “constrained professionalism”
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(p. 1111) as the norm, where what teachers know is best for students is overlooked due to
external testing mandates.
In an analysis of early childhood teachers’ perceptions of decision-making in Hong
Kong, Ho (2010) found that teachers perceived their discretion to be reduced due to fear of
experiencing conflict with school leaders. Also examining the influence of school leadership on
teacher discretion, May (2010) found that teachers exert a strong degree of discretion working
against reform efforts if they do not believe their school leadership to be strong instructional
leaders.
Finally, the United States Department of Education (2015) compiled a brief that outlined
teachers’ perceptions of autonomy, assessed three times over an eight-year period from 2003 to
2011. Teachers responded to questions that asked them about the degree of control they have in
selecting textbooks and instructional materials, content, teaching methods, grading and assessing,
disciplining students, and assigning homework. In all six areas, the majority of the teachers
noted they have a moderate degree of autonomy in these areas, but over the same time there was
an increase in teachers who perceived themselves to have low autonomy and a decrease in
teachers who perceived themselves to have high autonomy. While reasons for the change in
ratings were not given in this report, one might conclude that the external mandates of NCLB
may play a role.
Discretion over curricular decisions has been explored for many years. Some contend that
external mandates have challenged teacher discretion. The next section describes the impact No
Child Left Behind legislation had on teacher discretion.

No Child Left Behind and Teacher Discretion
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The No Child Left Behind Act saw the unprecedented influence of the federal
government in education (Bomer & Maloch, 2011). The NCLB policy ushered in the era of
standards as well as sanctions for schools and teachers that did not demonstrate growth on
standardized state tests (Ravitch, 2010). The policy intended to motivate teachers to improve
student achievement; however, a review of the studies that examined the impact of NCLB found
that rather than being motivational for teachers, the policy had the unintended consequence of
reducing teacher discretion through the reduction or elimination of instruction on non-assessed
subjects and the increased use of scripted programs aligned to high-stakes testing (HarrisonJones, 2007; Pederson, 2007; Powell et al., 2009; Ryder & Burton, 2006). While all schools and
teachers were impacted by NCLB legislation, the discretion of teachers working in lowperforming schools was most impacted (Costigan, 2005; Kaniuka, 2009).

Narrowing of the Curriculum

Accountability through high-stakes testing was the foundation of the NCLB legislation.
Annual testing targets, termed Annual Yearly Progress or AYP, were established by the
government with the goal of having all students in the country working at grade level in reading
and math by 2014. As a result, schools responded to the pressure of meeting AYP by focusing
instruction on reading and math. Powell et al. (2009), in their study on the effects of NCLB on
instruction in rural schools, found that instruction in non-assessed subjects was reduced, and as a
result, teachers felt a reduction in the amount of innovation and creativity they could bring to the
curriculum. In a qualitative study on the impact of NCLB on non-assessed subjects, Pederson
(2007) found that teachers working in non-assessed subjects, such as social studies, had more
discretion because they were free of AYP targets. However, Pederson also found that fewer

53

resources and less time were given to non-assessed subjects than those being assessed, with some
subjects becoming “invisible” (p. 289). Mattera (2010) found that early childhood teachers felt
the effects of reduced teacher discretion in that they abandoned past practices of play and childcentered instruction to prepare students for high-stakes testing. Afflerbach (2005) asserted that
high-stakes testing associated with NCLB narrowed the reading curriculum and “alienated
teachers” (p. 151) by forcing them to use curricula that aligned with the high-stakes tests, thereby
disrupting “high-quality teaching and learning” (p. 151).

Scripted Programs

The use of scripted programs also impacted teacher discretion. In a study of new
alternatively certified teachers working in high-poverty schools in New York, Costigan (2005)
found teacher discretion was diminished through the use of scripted and mandated curricula.
Ryder and Burton (2006) found that the use of scripted curriculum in direct-instruction curricula
overlooks the impact teachers’ varied approaches have on student achievement. Au (2011)
asserts that the high-stakes testing of NCLB increased the use of scripted programs, and as a
result, “teachers are compelled to rely less and less upon their own knowledge and expertise in
the educative process and instead are required to take direction from outside educational
‘experts’ who develop the standardized tests and/or prepackaged curriculum” (p. 34).

Low-Performing Schools
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NCLB established AYP targets for all schools in the country. Schools that did not meet
established targets had sanctions imposed on them, ranging from mandated changes in
curriculum to school restructuring. Schools that performed poorly on high-stakes tests and did
not meet AYP targets were generally found in urban or rural areas and served predominantly
students of color (Hursh, 2007; Wexler, 2014).
To meet AYP, low-performing schools were faced with the challenge of quickly
increasing students’ test scores. One solution was the implementation of scripted directinstruction curricula. Ryder and Burton (2006) maintain that direct instruction has been endorsed
as a preferred method of instruction for students of low socioeconomic status, and over the years,
direct instruction has been used as a solution “for the large numbers of students who need to
improve their reading skills for state accountability measures” (p. 188). However, Ryder and
Burton found that teachers’ skills and effectiveness had more impact on student achievement
than scripted direct-instruction curricula.
Hursh (2007) asserted that the high-stakes tests associated with NCLB unfairly punished
urban schools and forced teachers to narrow their instructional focus to assessed subjects while
neglecting topics relevant to their students’ lives. Kozol (2005) maintained that due to highstakes testing under NCLB, students in urban schools were exposed to militaristic and highly
regimented curricula and instructional methods that suburban middle-class parents would reject
for their children. Echoing this claim, Kaniuka (2009) asserted that students of color and poverty
are subjected to a limited curriculum and are not given “the same educational opportunities
afforded to higher performing students” (p. 790). Burke and Adler (2013) emphasized that the
mandates around high-stakes testing “reduce the creative moments available to teachers,
constrain their abilities to respond to emergent needs in the classroom” (p. 14).
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CCSS and Teacher Discretion

A trend of reduced teacher discretion was found from the examination of recent empirical
studies about the implementation of the CCSS. Hodge and Benko (2014) analyzed the
Publisher’s Criteria for the English language arts standards of the CCSS (Coleman & Pimentel,
2012) to better understand the messages teachers were receiving about CCSS-related instruction.
They analyzed current literacy research on the recommended instructional techniques and
material usage in the CCSS Publisher’s Criteria and found that neither current nor seminal
literacy research fully supported the recommendations made by the authors of the CCSS
Publishers’ Criteria. Hodge and Benko concluded that teacher discretion would be reduced due
to the strong influence that the CCSS Publisher’s Criteria have on materials available for teacher
use. They expressed concern that the strongest voice around instructional methods and
techniques would be that of the authors of the Publishers Criteria rather than the classroom
teacher.
Another study examined the question of teacher discretion as it relates to early
implementation of the CCSS. Bengston and Connors (2014) found that a principal’s response to
the CCSS mandate impacted how first-year teachers viewed their role. Principals who gave
teachers permission to learn about the CCSS and teach in a way they felt addressed the standards
produced “facilitators of learning” (p. 141). This stands in contrast to principals who mandated a
more rigid and uniform implementation of CCSS-aligned instruction and assessment, regardless
of teacher input or perspective, who produced “manager[s] of student learning” (p. 141).
The amount of discretion on curriculum and instructional matters is influenced by various
factors, such as political pressures, parental concerns, and internal sources of pressure from
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school leaders and other teachers. This pressure can cause teachers to experience cognitive
dissonance as they attempt to honor external pressures as well as their own beliefs about teaching
and learning (Rose & Rogers, 2012). Papola-Ellis (2014) found that policy mandates change
teachers’ decisions and beliefs, even if these beliefs are based on past practice or understanding
of current research that stands in contrast to the policy mandates.
Endacott et al. (2015) explored how teachers’ perceptions of their own agency and
professionalism were influenced by their school leaders’ interpretation and implementation of
the CCSS. They found that teachers held both negative and positive perceptions. Teachers who
felt their agency and professionalism were negatively influenced by their leaders’
implementation of the CCSS described experiencing organizational marginalization in the form
of little input in curricular decisions, lack of clear information about CCSS implementation, and
an overall sense of reduced discretion over their instruction. Conversely, teachers who held
positive views of their leaders’ implementation efforts had a more positive view of the CCSS and
described them as a means for greater differentiation in their instruction, more meaningful
collaboration with peers, and a higher degree of efficacy.
In another study on teacher discretion, Burke and Adler (2013) examined the impact of
external accountability on two veteran teachers working in an urban setting. They found that by
forcing teachers to comply with external mandates, the teachers’ discretion was reduced and their
perspectives regarding their identities as teachers were negatively impacted. Burke and Adler
labeled the teachers’ deviation from external mandates to align instruction with their personal
beliefs as an “act of political resistance” (p. 14).
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Finally, Vaughn and Faircloth (2013) found that if teachers clearly defined their
instructional beliefs and work with leaders to integrate those with best practices, they could
withstand the pressure of external mandates while retaining instructional discretion.

Teacher Discretion in Early Learning Settings

There is concern that the academic demands placed on kindergarten students have
resulted in decreased teacher discretion and increased instruction that revolves around skill
acquisition in an environment that is neither active or varied nor takes into account the
psychosocial needs of children (Gangi & Reilly, 2013; National Association of Early Childhood
Specialists in State Departments of Education, 2001; Tanner, 2013). The National Association
for the Education of Young Children (2012) shares those same concerns; however, they also
relate that the CCSS present an opportunity for teachers of young learners to increase their
discretion and expand it upward through the primary grades to advocate for developmentally
appropriate practices beyond early childhood and kindergarten. Hoffman et al. (2014) offer the
same measured response to the implementation of the CCSS and its impact on teacher discretion
around developmentally appropriate practices (DAP). They applaud the CCSS for its high level
of critical thinking through meaning making of whole texts, both literary and informational, but
they caution that teachers need support in implementing the new standards. The authors maintain
that with appropriate support, teachers can make informed decisions on their instruction without
limiting the amount of time young learners have to experience an active classroom that includes
time for play.
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Charter Schools and Teacher Discretion

Almost 30 years ago, the concept of charter schools was conceived. Originally imagined
as institutions of innovation and creativity to serve students at-risk, charter schools were
envisioned as places in which teachers had high levels of discretion and freedom from
interference of the bureaucracy found in traditional public schools. The goal was that these
teaching innovators would ultimately share their learning and practices with others in the field
(Ravitch, 2013).
In today’s educational landscape, charter schools of many varieties have proliferated due
to NCLB legislation (Ravitch, 2013). Charter schools can be independent or part of a charter
management organization (CMO) at the local or national level. Regardless of management
structure, charter schools have a reputation as places in which teachers experience a high degree
of discretion (Gawlik, 2007; Torres, 2014). Previous sections of this chapter explored the impact
of school reform efforts on teacher discretion in traditional public schools. This section
examines teacher discretion in urban charter schools.
Renzulli, Parrot, and Beattie (2011) found, in their analysis of the 1999-2000 Schools and
Staffing Survey (SASS), that teachers working in charter schools experienced higher degrees of
job satisfaction than their counterparts working in traditional public-school settings due to their
perceived level of discretion in their classrooms and schools. However, Fitchett, Heafner, and
Lambert (2014) analyzed results from the 2007-08 SASS study that examined perceived teacher
autonomy as it related to assessment and school context. Results of Fitchett et al.’s analysis
indicated that the more students were assessed, the less autonomous teachers felt. Fitchett et al.
note that while teachers in charter schools might be perceived as having more discretion than
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traditional public-school teachers, they are held to similar assessment constraints and might have
the same degree of discretion as their traditional public-school counterparts. Similarly, Gawlik
(2007) found that teachers working in charter schools felt their practices were under scrutiny due
to the accountability measures and perhaps felt even more pressure for high student performance
than traditional school teachers.
Carl (2014) examined perceptions of discretion held by second-year Teach for America
(TFA) recruits employed in charter schools using scripted curricula. Results of this study
indicated the teachers wanted a balance of support from school leaders and the freedom to make
their own instructional decisions. This balance was often difficult to strike as deviation from
scripted curricula was avoided for fear of reprisal from school leaders. Echoing this sentiment,
Torres (2014) found that teachers working in charter schools managed by charter management
organizations (CMOs) also struggled with striking a balance between adhering to the
instructional model of the CMO and exercising discretion to meet the academic or social needs
of their students. Torres warns that CMOs risk alienating teachers who were initially drawn to
the CMO expecting to exercise discretion but who ultimately were forced to adhere to
prescriptive programming. In turn, this alienation could increase teacher dissatisfaction, which
contributed to high teacher turnover.
This section outlined the challenges that teachers working in charter schools face in
regard to being able to exercise discretion in their schools and classrooms. This section closes the
examination of the five concepts that are related to this research study. The next section presents
the theoretical framework of this study.
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Theoretical Framework

The theoretical framework for this study is based on Shulman’s (1987) theory of teacher
knowledge. This section describes this theory and how it relates to this study’s purpose.

Theory of Teacher Knowledge

The theory used in this study is Shulman’s (1987) theory of teacher knowledge. Shulman
posits that to be effective as a teacher requires that teachers tap into different sources of acquired
knowledge. Shulman outlines four sources of teacher knowledge: knowledge of content,
knowledge of teaching materials and school structures, knowledge of pedagogy, and knowledge
gained from teaching experience. Shulman (1987) states, “As we have come to view teaching, it
begins with an act of reason, continues with a process of reasoning, culminates in performances
of imparting, eliciting, involving, or enticing, and is then thought about some more until the
process can begin again” (p. 13).
Shulman (1987) asserts that all teaching is derived from one sort of text or another,
whether it be a curriculum guide, a set of standards, a syllabus, or a textbook. Teachers are
required to analyze that text and determine the best way to teach it given their current context.
Shulman describes this pedagogical reasoning process as having six fluid steps that can occur in
any order—or not at all. Effective teachers, however, have the capacity to reflect on their
practice and reasoning processes when needed. The stages are:
●
●
●
●
●
●

Comprehension: Knowledge of subject matter
Transformation: Turning subject-matter knowledge into coherent instruction
Instruction: The active teaching process and use of methodologies
Evaluation: Review of student learning and teacher performance
Reflection: Critical analysis of student and teacher performance based on evidence
New Comprehensions: New knowledge based on experiences
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This study’s purpose was to understand how kindergarten teachers in three different
school settings experienced the implementation of the English language arts Common Core State
Standards (ELA CCSS) using developmentally appropriate practices (DAP). Shulman’s model of
“pedagogical reasoning and action” (p. 15) was a useful lens for exploring teacher discretion as
the participants reflected on how they have interpreted, internalized, and implemented the ELA
CCSS in their classrooms.

Conclusion

Many consider the adoption and implementation of the Common Core Standards to be
the most ambitious reform effort in American education to date (Bomer & Maloch, 2011). It was
hoped that the new Common Core State Standards would lay out a clear trajectory of K-12
instruction that would prepare students to be college and career ready (Common Core State
Standards Initiative, 2015b); however, how kindergarten teachers honor developmentally
appropriate practices while teaching the Common Core State Standards remains unclear and a
source of conflict. The purpose of this literature review was to explore the external
accountability of recent school reform efforts, developmentally appropriate practices for young
learners, teacher discretion, and the influence school context has on teacher discretion. These
four concepts illuminate the challenges that kindergarten teachers encounter as they attempt to
incorporate the Common Core State Standards with developmentally appropriate practices.

CHAPTER 3
METHODOLOGY
The purpose of this study was to understand how kindergarten teachers in four school
settings experienced the implementation of the Common Core State Standards (CCSS) using
developmentally appropriate practices (DAP). This chapter presents the research design, the
reseacher’s stance, bracketing, the participants, data collection strategies, data analysis, and
validation methods.

Research Questions
The following research questions were explored in this research study:
1. What are kindergarten teachers’ perceptions of the Common Core State Standards
(CCSS) and their influence on developmentally appropriate practices?
2. What are kindergarten teachers’ perceptions of the impact the CCSS have had on
teacher discretion regarding curriculum and instruction in the kindergarten
classroom?
3. How do kindergarten teachers perceive the influence of their school setting and its
structures on their implementation of the CCSS?

Research Design
Creswell (2013) states, “We conduct qualitative research because a problem or issue
needs to be explored” (p. 47). Qualitative research design was selected over a quantitative
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research design due to the nature of this study’s research questions and the desire to come to
deep understanding of how the Common Core State Standards and developmentally appropriate
practices are being experienced by kindergarten teachers. This study took a qualitative approach
as the researcher was seeking to understand the meaning the participants made of a given
experience, setting, or program (Creswell, 2013; Maxwell, 2013; Merriam, 2009; Mertens,
2015). Through the use of thick description, qualitative research immerses the reader in the
participants’ setting and draws the reader into an unfolding narrative (Merriam, 2009; Mertens,
2015; Stake, 2006). Field study research tools such as observation, interviews, and data
collection help the researcher gather the necessary details to describe the participants’
experiences and the meaning they make from them (Creswell, 2013; Maxwell, 2013; Stake,
2006). The qualitative researcher then carefully collects and analyzes the details, and through
validation methods such as member checks and peer reviews (Stake) presents a complete story
that represents “the voices of participants, the reflexivity of the researchers, a complex
description and interpretation of the problem, and its contribution to the literature or a call for
change” (Creswell, 2013, p. 44).

Phenomenology

There are several methods of qualitative research that can be used to address research
questions. Phenomenology is a method of qualitative research; however, it is more than a
method. Phenomenology is a way of being, or “a philosophy of research, as a way of thinking
about knowledge (how do we know what we know?) and as a way to look at the world and make
sense of it” (Tarozzi & Mortari, 2010, p. 15). Phenomenology is the philosophy that guides all
qualitative research in that it centers on the meaning participants and researchers derive from an

64

experience (Merriam, 2009). This type of study “is the systematic attempt to uncover and
describe the structures, the internal meaning structures, of lived experience” (van Manen, 1990,
p. 10).
Research questions in a phenomenological study are “meaning questions. They ask for
the meaning and significance of certain phenomena” (van Manen, 1990, p. 23). Research
questions of this nature are not necessarily answered or solved but “seek to reveal more fully the
essences and meanings of human experience” (Moustakas, 1994, p. 104; see also Mertens, 2015).
They are presented so individuals can reflect on them and use their meaning to inform how they
act in similar or future situations (van Manen, 1990). This study’s research questions can be
described as meaning questions in that they sought to understand how kindergarten teachers were
experiencing the implementation of the CCSS in their unique settings.

Researcher’s Stance

A goal of phenomenology is to enter the study without presuppositions (Creswell, 2013;
Mertens, 2015; Moustakas, 1994; van Manen, 1990), so prior to engaging with participants who
have experienced the phenomenon, the researcher relates his or her own experience with the
phenomenon. Valle and King (1978) and Gearing (2004) refer to this as bracketing. By
bracketing in advance of the study, the researcher has a better understanding of assumptions or
potential biases that might influence the study.
Each participant has his/her own unique perspectives related to the phenomenon of
implementing the CCSS. This researcher also holds her own perspectives of this phenomenon
and is responsible for becoming “consciously self-aware of their influences on the phenomenon
under investigation” (Gearing, 2004, p. 1449). Valle and King (1978) state that “to bracket one’s

65

preconceptions and presuppositions, … one must first make them explicit-- one must ‘lay out’
these assumptions so that they appear in as clear form as possible to oneself” (p. 12). Therefore,
reflexive bracketing (Gearing, 2004) was used as a bracketing method. Gearing states that the
focus of reflexive bracketing is to make the researcher’s background, assumptions, and values
transparent. For this reason, the next section of this paper shifts from third person point of view
to first person point of view to make explicit the researcher’s experiences with the five core
concepts related to this study: school reform, adoption of the Common Core State Standards,
developmentally appropriate practices in early childhood settings, impact of standards on teacher
discretion, and the impact of school setting on teacher discretion.

School Reform

I have been a teacher since 1990 and have been employed in the same school district for
my entire career. This school district is located in the far south suburbs of Chicago and serves a
racially and economically diverse population of students over a large geographical area. During
my first 12 years of service, I served as a primary-grade teacher. I was required to teach the
Illinois Learning Standards of that time but was unaffected by the testing mandates of that era
and, thus, knew little about them. In 1996, after working in two different elementary schools as a
first-grade, Reading Recovery, and then second-grade teacher, I was transferred to Oak
Elementary School to fill a second-grade teaching assignment.
Oak Elementary was located in an African American neighborhood that served 100%
African American students of poverty. In the late 1980s, leaders from this neighborhood filed
suit against the district for discriminatory practices and won. Oak Elementary School had the
reputation of being a difficult school in which to work due to a belligerent teaching staff and
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low-achieving students. However, what I quickly learned was that what appeared to be
belligerence from the teachers was anger at the district leadership and surrounding Caucasian
communities. Teachers at Oak Elementary felt they and their students had been purposely
marginalized since the court ruling. This school was under scrutiny more than any other in the
district as a result of poor performance on state assessments.
In 2001, after three consecutive years of low test scores, Oak Elementary was required to
establish a school improvement plan to improve assessment outcomes. As a result, I was hired as
the literacy coach and staff developer at Oak Elementary. I was tasked with building professional
learning communities around the implementation of a literacy assessment developed by a local
university. This was initially a difficult task as teachers at Oak Elementary were used to working
in isolation. However, with support from staff developers from the university, the teachers and I
engaged in the work of analyzing the literacy assessment data to plan and implement instruction
based on our students’ needs. After four years of work, Oak Elementary met the Annual Yearly
Progress (AYP) target. However, this success came too late.
Citing concerns over increased sanctions under NCLB, district leadership determined that
Oak Elementary would close and reconfigure as an International Baccalaureate School starting in
the fall of 2006, regardless of the outcomes of the state assessment. Students who attended Oak
Elementary would have to apply to a lottery for admission to the new school. If they did not get
in, they would be bussed to one of the other four elementary schools in the district that did not
have the benefit of the intense professional development or assessment training as did the
teachers from Oak Elementary. The teachers of Oak Elementary were required to apply for
positions in the new school or be transferred to one of the other elementary schools, none of
which had the same culture of professionalism as Oak Elementary. In the end, four years of
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dedicated work, collaboration, and student growth were dismissed due to the fear of NCLB
sanctions. My perspective of school reform is viewed through the lens of my experience teaching
at Oak Elementary during the NCLB era, which is to say, school reform and its associated
standards and high-stakes testing are forms of punishment for poor students of color and those
who teach them.

Common Core State Standards

I have been working with the Common Core State Standards as a literacy coach in a
school serving kindergarten through fifth grade since Illinois adopted CCSS in 2010. My first
impression of the CCSS was one of general support. As a literacy coach, I appreciated the
English language arts CCSS trajectory across grade levels and the focus on both literature and
informational texts to prepare students for college. However, after further investigation and early
attempts to implement the standards, my support for them has waned. I believe there is a certain
degree of ambiguity about the meaning of some standards. I question whether what is being
asked of students at a particular grade level is developmentally or academically appropriate. I
struggle with my internal tension of desiring rigorous educational experiences for all students
and my experience of standards used to punish schools that serve students of poverty. I currently
work at a school that is racially and economically diverse, with approximately 80% of the
students receiving free or reduced lunch. There is a wide range of student reading ability;
however, the majority read below grade level. Results from the first three waves of standardized
testing associated with the CCSS were dismal: less than 30% of third-, fourth-, and fifth-grade
students in my current school met the benchmark established by the state. My perspective of the
CCSS is viewed through the lens of my experience working in schools with students who read
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below grade level expectations, which is to say, the CCSS will widen the achievement gap
between economically advantaged and economically disadvantaged students. The CCSS and
their associated assessments will be used as a weapon to further impose control over curriculum
and instruction in schools that serve economically disadvantaged students.

Developmentally Appropriate Practice

During my years as a classroom teacher I implemented curricula that I would describe as
play and activity based, two hallmarks of DAP. While I was required to focus on specific
academic skills and strategies, I was free to employ just about any method I desired across the
entire curriculum, including science and social studies. Different commercial curricula in reading
and math were implemented over the years, but hands-on experiences were usually key design
features, and I was free to implement and adapt the curricula. I witnessed firsthand how students
used play to problem solve, think creatively, and regulate their behavior. I carved out time
specifically each week for free exploration in math and literacy. There was plenty of time for
both teaching the standards and for play.
This changed after the implementation of NCLB legislation. No longer was it possible for
teachers of first and second grades to implement blocks of time dedicated to free exploration and
play or to teach science or social studies. Teachers were mandated to focus almost exclusively on
reading and math instruction to cover more academic content. Teachers of kindergarten were
placed in a similar situation at Oak Elementary. In 2002, the kindergarten program at Oak
Elementary was expanded from a half-day program to a full-day program to add more academic
content. Instead of exiting kindergarten knowing how to write their names and recognize letter
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sounds, students were now expected to exit kindergarten as readers. As a result, free play, choice
activities, and rest time were drastically reduced or eliminated.
This practice persists in the school in which I am currently employed. I see kindergarten
students experiencing curriculum that 20 years ago was experienced by first- or, in some cases,
second-grade students. I see teachers struggle to fit science and social studies into their
instructional day. Play and hands-on learning and a balanced curriculum are incredibly
challenging for teachers to justify, and I see how this causes conflict for teachers. My
perspective of DAP is viewed through the lens of my experience working in Oak Elementary
School during the NCLB era and continues through the CCSS era, which is to say, teachers of
primary age students are challenged to implement developmentally appropriate practices due to
the culture created by NCLB and perpetuated by the implementation of the CCSS and associated
assessments.

Teacher Discretion

During my tenure as a reading coach and professional development provider at Oak
Elementary, I witnessed a decrease in teacher discretion after the implementation of NCLB. With
the introduction of professional learning communities and a common assessment, teachers were
no longer free to shut their classroom doors and teach whatever they wished in a time frame of
their choosing. Teachers were required to analyze assessment results and collaborate with gradelevel team members to create instructional plans they were required to implement. Many teachers
initially resisted; however, after seeing student growth, the teachers united and collaborated
around instructional programming in a way that was unprecedented.
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In my current position as a reading coach and staff developer, I work one-on-one with
teachers to help them deepen their teaching practice. I also work with grade-level teams to help
them design and create CCSS-aligned units of instruction. In both instances, teachers’ beliefs,
knowledge, and needs are at the center of the work. The building leadership encourages teachers
to take ownership of the standards and design and implement meaningful instruction. Different
from the past, teachers are discouraged from working in isolation. It is an expectation of the
current administration that teachers employed within the school develop their pedagogical skills
and participate in instructional decision-making. My perspective of teacher discretion is viewed
through the lens of my experience working as a coach and professional development provider,
which is to say, teacher discretion is not about working in isolation; instead, teacher discretion is
about participation in the collaborative process of designing and implementing instructional
programs.

School Context and Teacher Discretion

My experience of teacher discretion as it relates to school context is limited to suburban
public schools and urban public charter schools. The previous section detailed my experience
with teacher discretion in one suburban public school system. This section discusses my views
about teacher discretion in urban public charter schools.
In 2009 I was recruited by a university to become a consultant in urban charter schools.
My role was to help charter schools implement the same literacy assessment I was using in my
own suburban school district. The implementation of the literacy assessment would be the
springboard for professional development within the schools around literacy instruction. Having
experience working in only one school district, I welcomed the opportunity to work in schools

71

that had different structures and philosophies. I consulted in independent charter schools, localnetwork charter schools, and national-network charter schools in various cities. The schools were
located in urban centers such as New Orleans, Washington DC, and Atlanta and served primarily
poor students of color. I was impressed by the young school leaders with whom I worked. I
admired their dedication and the passion they had for their students and work. However, a
common theme across all of the schools in which I consulted was the struggle of the school
leaders to implement consistently high-quality reading instruction.
A major roadblock to this effort was the manner in which the schools were staffed,
primarily by non-traditionally trained teachers, mostly Teach for America (TFA) recruits. The
leaders of these schools were charged with hiring, or in some cases mandated to hire, the TFA
recruits. These recruits typically lacked backgrounds in education and were given minimal
training prior to placement. The challenges these recruits placed on the implementation of the
curriculum were significant—so much so that scripted curricula and tightly mandated
implementation were required in most of the schools in which I worked. Teacher discretion was
avoided for many schools, as those providing the instruction had no experience from which to
draw to make informed instructional decisions. In some charter schools, veering from the
scripted program was cause for punishment, as it was either ill-conceived or muddied the brand
of instruction for which the charter network was known.
The leaders with whom I worked made valiant attempts to train and empower their
teachers and included them whenever possible in the instructional decision-making process. One
of my responsibilities as a consultant was to train teachers in data analysis and instructional
decision making. However, these efforts were sometimes met with resistance from the TFA
recruits or, at other times, with complete confusion. Compounding this problem was the
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minimum two-year teaching commitment for TFA recruits. After teaching for two years, TFA
recruits were free to leave. Some stayed beyond the two-year requirement, but many chose to
leave. This left the leaders in a constant state of staff turnover. Given this dilemma, it is no
wonder many urban charter schools implement tightly scripted and mandated curricula as a form
of quality control. My perspective of teacher discretion in urban public charter schools is viewed
from the lens of my experience as a consultant, which is to say, teacher discretion in urban public
charter schools ranges from minimal to non-existent as a form of quality control or school
branding efforts.
Colaizzi (1978) states that the researcher “examines as many of the presuppositions of his
approach as he can and subjects them to a thorough-going scrutiny, analysis, and examination”
(p. 56). This section brackets the presuppositions of the five concepts of this research study. The
next section of this paper details the method of participant selection.

Participants

Teacher recruitment began once Institutional Review Board (IRB) approval was received
in September 2016. Recruitment took place on a rolling basis from September 2017 through June
2017. Teachers were selected due to convenience and through network or snowball sampling
(Mertens, 2015). Two participants were obtained through convenience sampling, eight through
network sampling, and one via snowball sampling. Teacher participants met the following
criteria:
●
●
●
●
●

Taught kindergarten during the 2016-17 or 2015-16 school years
Had more than three years of classroom teaching experience
Had one or more years of teaching at the kindergarten level
Had taught CCSS for a minimum of one year
Were willing to participate in three semi-structured interviews
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● Were willing to engage in email exchange, phone conferences, and member checks
throughout the course of the study
● Were willing to participate in follow-up interviews as needed throughout the study
Once teacher participants were identified, they were contacted in a variety of ways,
through email, text, or social media, and were informed about the purpose of the research study
and asked to consider participating (see Appendix A). If the teachers agreed to participate, I set
up a phone conference or an in-person meeting to fully outline the scope of the study and review
the expectations for participation. If at this time teachers were still willing to participate, they
were asked to sign a written informed consent document that outlined the purpose of the study,
the research questions, and contact numbers of the advisory personnel (see Appendix B) or to
give their oral informed consent (see Appendix C). Consent documents included data collection
methods and the steps that would be taken to ensure school and teacher confidentiality.
Participants were asked to sign this document or give oral consent as an agreement to participate
in the study. Once written or oral consent was given, the first interview commenced. Oral
consent was recorded during Interview #1 for participants engaging in phone interviews. I kept
the written consent forms secured.
Participants were assigned pseudonyms to maintain confidentiality (Seidman, 2013; Yin,
2014). A total of 11 participants were recruited from four school settings: three from urban
public schools, three from urban public charter schools, three from suburban public schools, and
two from rural public schools. (see Appendices D, E, & F for participant information).

School Settings

This research study focused on kindergarten teachers in four unique school settings:
urban public school, suburban public school, urban public charter school, and rural public
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school. As with participants, school sites were assigned pseudonyms to maintain confidentiality.
See Table 1 for school setting characteristics.
Table 1
Characteristics of School Settings
School Site

Defining Characteristics

Rural Public School

● A publicly funded school serving students grades
kindergarten up to grade eight
● A school located in an area in which no more than
2,500 people reside.

Suburban Public School

● A publicly funded school serving students grades
kindergarten up to grade eight
● A school located in an area in which no less than
2,500 but no more than 50, 000 people reside.

Urban Public School

● A publicly funded school serving students grades
kindergarten up to grade eight
● A school located in an area in which more than 50,000
people reside.

Urban Public Charter School

● A publicly funded school serving students
kindergarten up to grade eight that is sponsored by
organizations other than the state
● A school located in an area in which more than 50,000
people reside.

While each school site was different, all settings were public schools with kindergarten
programs implementing the Common Core State Standards. School sites were purposively
selected using maximal variation sampling to “increase the likelihood that the findings will
reflect differences or different perspectives” (Creswell, 2013, p. 157) regarding the research
questions (Maxwell, 2013; Seidman, 2013). As with individual teachers, schools were assigned
pseudonyms to maintain confidentiality (Seidman, 2013; Yin, 2014).
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Participant Recruitment Challenges

The original design of the study was to include 12 participants, three from each of the
four school contexts. Given my time in the field and relationships with school leaders, recruiting
teachers from the urban, urban charter, and suburban areas – although time consuming – did not
present too great a challenge. Recruitment of participants was a slow but steady process over the
course of the 2016-2017 school year. Only one teacher from these three settings, after initially
agreeing to participate, declined the opportunity, citing concerns about a breach in confidentiality
and how that might impact her tenure status. What proved to be a bigger challenge during the
ten-month period of recruitment was locating teachers who taught in rural communities.
I began the recruitment process for rural public-school teachers by contacting a relative
who worked at an elementary school in a rural community to ask for networking help. This first
recruitment attempt did not yield any participants due to concerns of the interview-based format
and breach of confidentiality. I received no responses to the follow-up correspondence.
I then contacted a colleague who taught in a rural setting. This contact resulted in
identifying two teachers who agreed to participate in the study. However, after completing a
portion of Interview #1, the first participant withdrew at the request of her husband, citing
confidentiality concerns. The second participant agreed over email to participate in the study but
then did not respond to three follow-up emails.
Recruitment of teachers working in rural settings continued through a variety of methods:
networking through colleagues in the field, family, and cold-calling via email (see Appendix G).
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Two colleagues sent out a request through social media that did not yield any participants. An
immediate family member of the researcher sent out an email request to two education
researchers who work in rural areas. This email request and a follow-up email by me did not
receive a reply. A total of 13 cold-call emails were sent to teachers. Seven emails yielded no
response. Six emails were bounced back, so I contacted the school from which three of the
emails were returned. In an interesting turn, I was told that while that school’s email system had
been upgraded, it was unable to receive email from outside networks or individuals. The building
secretary offered to pass along information to the kindergarten teachers at the building. However,
this did not yield any participants.
A final appeal for participants was made to my faculty advisor, who in turn appealed to a
colleague who works in a rural setting. This appeal was fruitful. A teacher from a rural setting
was located and agreed to participate in the study. A second rural participant was previously
identified as a suburban participant but, due to the population size of the school’s surrounding
community, was shifted to the rural setting group and an additional suburban participant was
secured.

Data Collection

Interviews were the form of data collection employed in this study, as is commonly the
case in phenomenological studies. Interviews often “resemble guided conversations rather than
structured queries” (Yin, 2014, p. 110). Interviews can help clarify the participants’ feelings,
perspectives, or interpretations of their world (Merriam, 2009). Similar to observations,
interview protocols are useful to ensure the questions asked address the research questions
(Creswell, 2013). Interviews can be structured, semi-structured, or open ended (Merriam, 2009;
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Mertens, 2015). All three forms are used in qualitative research (Merriam, 2009). But no matter
which form is selected, it is important the participants’ voices remain dominant and are not
overshadowed by the researcher’s questions (Mertens, 2015; Yin, 2014)
Seideman (2013) suggests researchers engaging in phenomenological interviews should
conduct three interviews that each have a specific purpose. The first interview focuses on the
participants’ life histories and connections to the phenomenon under study. The second interview
focuses on the participants’ experiences of the phenomenon. The last interview focuses on the
meaning participants draw from the phenomenon. To increase validity, Seidman further suggests
that participants be interviewed within a one- to three-week window of time. In this study, I
engaged the kindergarten teachers in three semi-structured interviews to gather their perspectives
of their experiences implementing the Common Core State Standards with their students (see
Appendices H, I, & J). The interviews were composed of mostly open-ended questions but also
contained more direct questions based on the teachers’ responses to the open-ended interview
questions (Mertens, 2015). Interviews were face-to-face with two participants. Interviews with
the other nine participants took place over the telephone. All interviews occurred at times that
were convenient for both the teacher and researcher. The interview sequence for each participant
ranged from four days to 10 weeks. There were no follow-up interviews. Face-to-face interviews
were audio-taped using the recording application on an iPhone 5s and were transcribed verbatim
by the researcher. Phone interviews were recorded using the TapeACall application for the
iPhone 5s. The researcher transcribed the interviews verbatim. Transcripts were made using the
web-based word processing application Google Docs and were stored in both Google Drive and
Dropbox. All identifying information in each transcript was removed or redacted.
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Interview #1, Focused Life History (Seidman, 2013), consisted of six questions, five of
which had subquestions to probe for elaboration; two questions addressed personal history and
biographical information and four addressed the participants’ school and work history. Interview
#2, Details of the Experience (Seidman, 2013), consisted of six questions, three of which had
subquestions to probe for elaboration; three addressed participants’ experiences with the CCSS,
one addressed the participants’ experiences with DAP, one addressed the participants’
experiences with discretion, and one asked teachers to describe their perceptions of how their
school setting influenced their work as kindergarten teachers. Additionally, I shared specific
definitions of DAP and teacher discretion with participants during the course of this interview.
These definitions were either shared with participants as a hard copy during face-to-face
interviews or read aloud to participants during phone interviews. These definitions were shared
in order to ground the participants’ thinking around these two concepts and clarify any potential
misunderstandings regarding these concepts. (See Appendix I for definitions of DAP and
discretion.) Interview #3, Reflections on the Meaning (Seidman, 2013), consisted of eight
questions, one of which had a subquestion to probe for elaboration; one question addressed the
participants’ perceptions of the CCSS, three addressed the participants’ perceptions of DAP,
three addressed the participants’ perceptions of discretion, and one addressed the teachers’
perceptions of the influence school setting on their implementation of the CCSS. Interview
length ranged from 18 minutes to 64 minutes. The average length of interview was 37 minutes.

Data Analysis
Merriam (2009) describes data analysis as “the process of making sense out of the data[,
which] … involves consolidating, reducing, and interpreting what people have said and what the
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researcher has seen and read; it is the process of making meaning” (p. 176). This section outlines
the data analysis techniques used in this study. Data analysis was done phenomenologically
based on the methods outlined by Colaizzi (1978).

Description of Data Analysis Methodology

Colaizzi (1978) advocates a seven-step method of data analysis. While each step of
analysis is specific, Colaizzi encourages the researcher to view the steps flexibly and to modify
them as the phenomenon under study dictates. Table 2 summarizes the steps used to analyze the
data collected.
Table 2
Steps of Data Analysis
Step

Task

1

Read all transcripts in order.

2

Reread each transcript and highlight meaningful phrases, sentences, or words
related to the phenomenon under study.

3

Examine the phrases, sentences, or words and determine, in writing, what they
mean. Repeat this process for each transcript.

4

Group the formulated meanings into themes that are common across the
transcripts.

5

Describe the themes in detail. This is known as exhaustive description.

6

Render the descriptions of the themes into structures.

7

Member check results.

(Colaizzi, 1978)
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Transcripts from this study were analyzed in two waves. Wave one consisted of Interview
#1 being reviewed to establish the personal histories of each participant. Key statements and
phrases that related to background and history were highlighted. These statements were pulled
together to create a short biography of each teacher. Wave two consisted of transcripts from
Interview #2 and Interview #3 being analyzed according to Colaizzi’s (1978) methodology.
Transcripts were read in the following order: rural, suburban, urban, charter. Within each school
setting, participant transcripts were read in alphabetical order by pseudonym. Transcripts from
Interview #2 were analyzed, followed by transcripts from Interview #3 before moving on to the
next participant. A detailed description of the analysis using Colaizzi’s methodology is outlined
below.

Step 1

According to Colaizzi (1978), the researcher is encouraged to read all of the transcripts in
order “to acquire a feeling for them, a making sense of them” (p. 59). Starting with Interview #2,
each transcript was read from beginning to end.

Step 2

Transcripts were read a second time and sentences, phrases, or passages of significance
were underlined. Colaizzi (1978) terms this process “extracting significant statements” (p. 59).
This underlined text was then cut and pasted into a Google Sheet by interview question, with
page and line number included for future reference (see Appendix K).

Step 3
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In this step the researcher examines the identified sentences, phrases, or words and
describes in writing the meaning behind them. Colaizzi (1978) describes this task as
“formulating meanings” (p. 59). Colaizzi further describes the researcher as using “creative
insight” (p. 59) as he/she begins to draw inferences and describes in detail the meaning of
participants’ words.
Once the text of key remarks was pasted into the spreadsheet, the remarks were reviewed
again, and significant statements (with transcript page and line number) were culled from the key
remarks and pasted into a new column with the heading “Significant Statements.” These
significant statements were then reviewed, and phrases were culled from them. These phrases
were pasted into a third column with the heading of “Phrases.” The final step in this process was
the creation of a column with the heading “Formulated Meanings,” which was a short narrative
summary based on the significant statements and phrases. This process was repeated for each
question posed in Interview #2. Upon completion of this final step, the process (Steps 1-3) was
repeated for Interview #3 (see Appendix L). At this point in the analysis process, the first set of
spreadsheets was shared with a dissertation committee member with extensive knowledge of
Colaizzi’s (1978) phenomenological methodology to ensure the data analysis reflected the
phenomenological methodology. Once it was verified that the data analysis reflected Colaizzi’s
methodology, analysis of the remaining participants’ transcripts was completed using the same
process.

Step 4

Once meaning has been drawn and described in detail, I then grouped those meanings
into themes (Colaizzi, 1978). After all of the 11 participants’ transcripts from Interview #2 and
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Interview #3 were analyzed and formulated meanings were drawn, the formulated meanings
were placed in a new spreadsheet by school setting to determine what themes existed among the
participants. Words or phrases that exemplified a common theme or idea were highlighted across
participants (see Appendix M). The process of merging formulated meanings occurred for each
school setting, resulting in four separate spreadsheets of formulated meanings. These
spreadsheets were then combined into one spreadsheet that contained all of the formulated
meanings for each question from both Interview #2 and Interview #3 from all of the participants
(see Appendix N). The purpose of this spreadsheet was to look at the data across all 11
participants to see if more trends could be identified. Trends or common ideas were color-coded
and then briefly summarized.

Step 5
I then described the themes in detail, a task called “exhaustive description” (Colaizzi,
1978, p. 61). Once trends and common ideas were identified, the results were reconfigured into
an outline entitled “Question Clusters” that delineated all aspects of the theme (see Appendix O).
This document described the common themes and nuanced responses to each question by school
setting and across all participants. The number of participants who held common perceptions was
identified. Based on this document, five initial themes were identified (see Appendix P). At this
time, I engaged in exhaustive description of each theme. Pertinent quotations from participants
were identified to support each emergent theme. These quotations were culled from the initial
spreadsheets for Interviews #2 and #3. The exhaustive description was shared with a committee
member with extensive knowledge of Colaizzi’s (1978) phenomenological methodology to
ensure the descriptions supported the themes.
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Step 6

In this step, I rendered the text of each exhaustively described theme down to an
unambiguous statement that described the nature or structure of its theme (Colaizzi, 1978).
Themes were revised based on the external review (see Appendix Q), and new participant
quotations were added to the exhaustive description and to the emergent theme table (see
Appendix R). The emergent themes and related common perceptions were expressed as simple
statements that described the nature of the theme. The emergent themes table and exhaustive
description were shared with a committee member with extensive knowledge of Colaizzi’s
(1978) phenomenological methodology to ensure that the emergent themes reflected the structure
of teachers’ perceptions and that the descriptions supported the themes.

Step 7

In this last step, I shared the research findings with the participants to ensure the findings
accurately represented their experience (Colaizzi, 1978). The participants were contacted upon
completion of Steps 1 through 7 and asked to review transcripts from Interview #2 and Interview
#3 and verify that the transcripts reflected their interview. They were also asked to review the
emergent themes table and offer feedback regarding how their perceptions were represented. A
first wave of participant contacts was made in December 2017 via email. After that initial
contact, five participants responded and verified their transcripts and agreed with how their
perceptions were represented in the emergent themes table. A second contact was made to the
remaining six participants in January 2018. They did not respond to my request for verification
or feedback.
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Validation Procedures

Validation procedures in research studies help assure both the researcher and reader that
the interpretations drawn from the data are rigorous (Creswell, 2013; Stake, 2006). Validation
procedures highlight “how research findings match reality” (Merriam, 2009, p. 213). Two
validation methods were used in this research study to ensure the integrity of the data analysis:
member checks and peer review.

Member Checks

Member checks are used in qualitative research to ensure the participants’ voices are
represented accurately in the data collection and analysis processes (Creswell, 2013; Maxwell,
2013; Mertens, 2015). Member checks involve the participants in various ways, such as
reviewing transcriptions for accuracy. Data collection may be modified based on the
participants’ feedback. Per Colaizzi’s (1978) seventh step described above, member checks were
used in this research study.
Member checks also took place after the focused life histories were written based on
Interview #1. The kindergarten teachers received an invitation to use the web-based word
processing application Google Docs with the option to “View and Comment” on the final version
of their biographies. Six participants responded and approved their biographies.
A second wave of member checks took place after Step 6 of Colaizzi’s (1978) method of
data analysis was complete. As previously noted, the participants were contacted upon
completion of Steps 1 through 7. They were asked to review transcripts from Interviews #2 and
#3 and verify that the transcripts reflected their responses in the interviews. Participants were
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also asked to review the emergent themes table and offer feedback regarding how their
perceptions were represented. Eight participants verified their transcripts and concurred with the
findings outlined in the emergent themes table.

Peer Review

Peer review, also called peer debriefing (Mertens, 2015) or peer examination (Merriam,
2009), is another validation method used in this study. Peer review involves the researcher
including other researchers or individuals who meet established qualifying criteria in the
examination of the data collection and analysis results (Mertens, 2015). This research focused on
examination of teacher practices in a school setting. It was essential that individuals who acted as
peer reviewers had knowledge of learning standards, curriculum and instruction, and adult
learning processes. Peer reviewers with this knowledge were better able to “engage in extended
discussion...conclusions, analysis, and hypotheses” with me (p. 270).
Mertens (2015) suggests that the researcher should establish criteria and rationale for
participation as a peer reviewer for this study. Therefore, the following criteria were established:
● Full-time teacher or experience working in an elementary school setting that includes
kindergarten
● At least two years of experience implementing the ELA Common Core State
Standards
● At least two years of experience supporting classroom instruction as a coach and/or
reading specialist
● At least three years working in a kindergarten setting as a classroom teacher, coach,
and/or reading specialist
● Understanding of developmentally appropriate practices for children from birth to age
eight
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I identified two educators not involved in the research project who met all of the
established criteria. Both individuals expressed their willingness to participate as peer reviewers
for this study. I shared three sets of documents with them: draft versions of Chapters 1, 2, and 3
of this study; the emergent themes table, and draft versions of the discussion of the findings. The
peer reviewers and I discussed clarity, use of supporting quotations, overall structure of the
themes, and inferences I had made in the discussion.
I also engaged in peer review with two dissertation committee members. As noted, during
data analysis, I engaged in three different peer review sessions with a committee member with
extensive background with Colaizzi’s (1978) methodology to ensure I was honoring the method
and accurately representing the participants’ perceptions. After analysis was complete, I engaged
in a fourth peer review session with my dissertation chair to ensure the findings were presented
in a clear and concise way and the discussion reflected my interpretation of the findings and
connected to previous research.

Limitations

A limitation of this study is that it used a qualitative phenomenological research design.
Due to its qualitative nature, it represents only one way of understanding the experiences under
study (Creswell, 2013). Its phenomenological design might also be considered a limitation in that
the teacher participants were purposively selected to answer the research questions (Maxwell,
2013).
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Summary

Qualitative research methods were used in this phenomenological examination of 11
kindergarten teachers implementing the Common Core State Standards in four unique school
settings. Interviews were used to collect data. These data were analyzed using Colaizzi’s (1978)
phenomenological method of data analysis to identify patterns and trends. Data collection was
verified using member checks and peer review. The next section of this research study –
Chapters 4, 5, and 6 – present the research findings.

CHAPTER 4
FOCUSED LIFE HISTORIES AND SCHOOL CONTEXTS

Eleven participants were recruited for this study. The 11 participants were drawn from
different geographical locations, had diverse personal histories, and taught in distinctly different
schools. The next section describes in detail each teacher’s personal and school background to
give context to the questions under study. Data describing personal background of the
participants were drawn from Interview #1: “Focused Life History” (Seidman, 2013; see
Appendix H). Data describing school and community demographics were drawn from state
school report cards and from City-data.com (accessed 2017), respectively. Due to potential
breach of confidentiality, in-text citations are not used for school and community demographic
information.

School and Teacher Background: Rural Public School

Charlotte at Thompson Elementary School

Teacher Background

Charlotte is a 37-year-old married mother of two young daughters. She was born, raised,
and currently resides in a suburban area south of a large midwestern city. Charlotte is the
youngest of a blended family of 11 and the first and only to graduate from college. Her mother
passed away 15 years ago after a brief struggle with lung cancer. At that time, she invited her
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father to live with her, and she remains his primary caretaker to this day. Charlotte is currently
very happy with where her life is right now and enjoys the relationship she has with her sevenand three-year-old daughters and her husband of 10 years.
Charlotte’s school experience was a positive one, filled with teachers she felt loved their
jobs and who nurtured and encouraged her throughout the years. Two teachers had a particularly
strong impact on her. The first teacher was her third-grade teacher who demonstrated both
compassion and concern for her students. This teacher became a touchstone for Charlotte, a
model of comparison for all of her future teachers. The second teacher who left a lasting
impression on Charlotte was her sixth-grade teacher. This teacher helped her entire class mourn
the sudden loss of one of their classmates. Charlotte found the way he used what they were
learning about in class to connect to her deceased classmate to be very comforting and a way for
her to help her understand her feelings of loss. Charlotte stated, “We had such great teachers that
were there, and they really loved what they did. It wasn’t someone that you were, like, ‘I’m here
every day and they just go through the motions.’ They really put themselves into their jobs”
(Interview #1, September 29, 2016).
Charlotte described her high school experience in a similarly positive manner. She
enjoyed being with her friends and participating in sports, but she admits that the social cliques
and the search for her own personal identity were a challenge for her at times. Although she had
an early struggle with learning how to read, she ultimately found academic success and
particularly enjoyed science courses. She stated, “I just liked being at school. I had such a
positive experience with teachers that I enjoyed being there and I knew that for myself I wanted
to succeed so that I would try my hardest” (Interview #1, September 29, 2016).
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Charlotte financed her own way through college, first attending a local community
college and graduating with a degree in elementary education from a local four-year institution.
She desired a kindergarten or first-grade position, and after spending a short time working as a
teaching assistant at a high school, she applied for and was hired to teach first grade at
Thompson School.
Charlotte describes Thompson School as one filled with a “fantabulous” (Interview #1,
September 29, 2016) and welcoming team of teachers. During her 12-year tenure at Thompson
School, Charlotte has taught kindergarten, first, and second grades. Nine of the 12 years have
been spent as a kindergarten teacher. She has a love for kindergarten and struggles with selfblame when she sees any of her students having trouble learning a concept or skill. She has a
strong desire to see her students be successful in school and sees her primary responsibility as
helping to foster a love of learning within her students so they can achieve success not only in
her kindergarten class but in all the grades beyond. Thompson School is a one-school school
district and Charlotte generally sees this as an advantage in that the small school size promotes a
close-knit feel among the families served by the school and the teaching staff. However,
Charlotte concedes that being a small school district has its challenges, especially regarding
retaining administration, who see Thompson as a place to gain experience before moving on to
larger districts and for implementing instructional technologies.
Charlotte’s opinions about teaching were certainly shaped by her own schooling
experiences. As a third-grade student she realized she, too, wanted to be a teacher, sharing, “I
just kinda wanted to be that different person. I love teaching, I love kids” (Interview #1,
September 29, 2016). Her opinions were also shaped by her role as a mother and by observing
her own daughter in kindergarten and all that she was accomplishing. She admits to struggling
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between holding high academic expectations for her students while also helping to nurture their
love of school. She also admits to being challenged by administrative initiatives or “new ideas
that are not always implemented right” (Interview #1, September 29, 2016). Despite these
challenges, Charlotte feels lucky to be teaching at Thompson School.

School Background

Thompson Elementary School is located roughly 25 miles from a large midwestern city.
It is a one-school school district in a town of just over 2,400 mostly working-class residents. The
town itself is anchored by a large natural resource that fuels the local economy. The community
is comprised of White (78%), Black (9%), and Hispanic (7%), and mixed-race (2%) residents.
The median income of this community is about $12,500 below the state level, and its median
home value is $122,000. Roughly 5% of the adult population over 25 are unemployed.
Thompson Elementary School is located in a town that has very little crime, with a crime rate
193 points below the U.S. average.
Thompson Elementary School had a total enrollment of 214 students in 2016, spanning
Grades kindergarten through 8. It served a diverse population of students. Approximately 50% of
the students at Thompson Elementary School were White, 22% Hispanic, and 22% Black.
Thomson Elementary School also had a small percentage of Asian, Pacific Islander, and mixedrace students. Just over 30% of its students were considered low income and qualified for
reduced or free lunch. One percent of its population was homeless. Of the 214 students enrolled
at Thompson Elementary, 14% were English language learners and 10% had IEPs. Average
student attendance was 95%, its mobility rate was 13%, and it did not have any students
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considered to be chronically truant. The student-to-teacher ratio was 16:1. Per pupil expenditure
was approximately $9,000.

Diane at Ridgeland School

Teacher Background

Diane is a 57-year-old married mother of two children and a grandmother to three
children. She lives with her husband on a farmette in the same small midwestern town in which
she was born and raised. Diane started her professional career as an x-ray technician before
deciding that she wanted to pursue a career in education. Diane enjoys small-town living and
seeing former students and her own former teachers when she is out and about. She spends her
free time crafting in her workshop and shopping for antiques.
Diane’s school experiences were different at each level. She attended a small K-8 grade
school and enjoyed the camaraderie of her classmates. Transitioning from her small grammar
school to high school was difficult for Diane. Not only was she afraid of losing touch with the 12
members of her graduating class, she found the size of her high school overwhelming. Of that
time, she stated, “I was kind of like the little wallflower, afraid unless I was like 150% sure I
knew [the answers]. I wasn’t the risk taker at all in the classroom” (Interview #1, June 12, 2017).
However, she felt supported by her teachers and did make friends, many of them were also from
small feeder schools and experiencing the same things she was transitioning to the larger high
school. Diane went on to complete a two-year x-ray technician program at the local community
college. It was during that time that she reconnected with a high school friend, ultimately
marrying him. After working as an x-ray technician for 18 years, she found herself burned out.
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Diane thought about how much she enjoyed her own children as they were growing up and found
the excitement her children had with learning and discovering new things to be contagious. She
recalled, “I thought, you know what? My kids are going to keep growing up and I can’t have
like 15 of them so, maybe being a teacher would be the place for me because...that would be a
way to have a never-ending supply of little children to enjoy” (Interview #1, June 12, 2017).
Diane pursued her teaching degree at a nearby four-year institution while working fulltime and raising her children. She found the group projects assigned to her one of her biggest
challenges as she was often paired with 20-year-old undergraduates who did not value their
classwork as much as she did. She stated, “I was paying for my own school and I wanted to get
good grades. I didn’t want to just toss something together and hand it in. I wanted it to be done
and done right” (Interview #1, June 12, 2017).
Diane just completed her twentieth year of teaching. She has taught kindergarten, first
grade, and third grade. She began her career as a kindergarten and first-grade teacher in another
small rural school but made the decision to search for employment elsewhere due to low
enrollment. Diane took a third-grade position at Ridgeland School, a one-school school district,
where she had completed her student teaching. At the end of her second year of teaching third
grade, the superintendent/principal gave Diane and the fourth-grade teacher the option to either
teach a combined third/fourth-grade class or move down to kindergarten for one year. Since she
had experience teaching kindergarten, she agreed to take that position and has remained there for
16 years. Although she described herself as being content teaching third grade and feeling “kind
of okay not having to wipe noses and tie shoes all the time” (Interview #1, June 12, 2017), after
moving down to kindergarten, she realized how much she missed working with younger
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students. She recalled, “Once I got back to kindergarten I thought, ‘Oh, I miss these Little
Critters! This is my place. This is really where I like to be’” (Interview #1, June 12, 2017).
Diane describes her overall experience teaching at Ridgeland as positive. However, she
also characterizes the last three years of teaching at Ridgeland as “tainted” (Interview #1, June
12, 2017) due to an administration change that included the replacement of a long-time
superintendent/principal and the addition of a director of education. Diane describes the working
relationship between the teachers and the previous superintendent/principal as a “well-oiled
machine” (Interview #1, June 12, 2017). The current administrative team, on the other hand,
dismantled programs and curricula that had been established by past administration. Diane
stated, the new superintendent “took away all those things, every single thing that we said we
liked about our school. He kind of took that away to try to undermine our coalition that we had”
(Interview #1, June 12, 2017). As a result, Ridgeland has seen 13 people, more than half of its
staff, leave in the past three years.
The children Diane teaches most inform her work as a kindergarten teacher. She shared,
“They’re just so enthusiastic and you’re like some superhero! You walk in the room and you
think of some twinkie little two-bit thing to do and they think it’s the best! Thing! Ever! I love it
when kids say that!” (Interview #1, June 12, 2017). Additionally, Diane draws inspiration from
the camaraderie among the teaching staff who support her work as a kindergarten teacher as well
as the academic growth she sees in her students. Since she does not have grade-level colleagues
available to discuss concerns or to share teaching ideas, she also finds inspiration from internet
blogs that help her stay informed on current kindergarten trends. While Diane has experienced
challenges with the recent administration change over the past three years, she admits, “The 14
years before that we’re pretty darn awesome...they can’t be beat” (Interview #1, June 12, 2017).

95

School Background

Ridgeland School is located in a small, agricultural, midwestern village of just over 650
residents. The village is just over one square mile in size and is surrounded on all sides with farm
fields. The community is comprised of White (89%), Hispanic (6%), Black (2%), and mixedrace (2%) residents. The median income of this community is about $7,000 below the state level,
and its median home value is $148,000. Roughly 5% of the adult population over 25 are
unemployed. Ridgeland School is located in a town that has a crime rate equal to the U.S.
average, with the majority of crimes being property crimes.
Ridgeland School had a total enrollment of 99 students in 2016, spanning kindergarten
through Grade 8. Approximately 74% of the students at Ridgeland School were White, 19%
Hispanic, 5% Black, and 2% mixed raced. Fifty percent of its students were considered low
income and qualified for reduced or free lunch, and 11% percent of its population was homeless.
Of the 99 students enrolled at Ridgeland School, 0% were English language learners, and 7%
had IEPs. Average student attendance was 96%, its mobility rate was 6%, and it did not have any
students considered to be chronically truant. The student-to-teacher ratio was 11:1. Per pupil
expenditure was approximately $7,700.
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School and Teacher Background: Suburban Public School

Jordan at Hawthorne Elementary School

Teacher Background

Jordan is a 40-year-old single mother raising a 14-year-old son and is a self-described
introvert. She was born and spent her childhood in a large midwestern city. In the summer
between seventh and eighth grade, she moved with her family to the suburbs south of the city,
where she and her son currently reside. Jordan comes from a close-knit and drama-free family
described as “loud [and] boisterous” (Interview #1, June 23, 2017). Jordan has taught for five
years, all as a kindergarten teacher, after spending seven years as an executive administrative
assistant at an advertising agency.
Jordan was an excellent student growing up. She attended a Catholic elementary school
in the city and public middle and high schools after her move to the suburbs. She describes the
transition from her small Catholic school to the large public middle school as a very challenging
time for her. However, she found high school to be much more to her liking. She made friends,
participated in band, and joined clubs. She was voted Homecoming Queen during her senior
year. After high school, Jordan attended a large state university for one year and then, after
leaving that university, took courses at various post-secondary institutions. At the age of 25,
while studying accounting at a large city university, she became pregnant with her son. She was
not happy as an accounting major and transferred to another large liberal arts university in the
city to study business management with the hopes of becoming a project manager. However, in
her role as senior executive administrative assistant, she witnessed firsthand the hours required of
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a project manager and realized they were not in line with her goals as a young mother. She also
had the feeling that she was not in the job she was meant to be doing. She stated, “I got up to
senior executive admin and I was like, I can’t picture myself sitting behind this desk for the rest
of my life” (Interview #1, June 23, 2017). So, although she had had many credit hours toward a
business degree, she switched her focus to early childhood education and worked full time while
attending school full time, all while raising her young son.
Jordan considers the birth of her son to be a key experience in her personal life and a
motivating factor for changing careers. Her son struggled in school at an early age, and Jordan
thought her son’s teachers were both insensitive and unaware of how to support either of them
through his struggles. Jordan found herself hurt and confused by how her son’s teachers were
dealing with his problems. This planted the seed for her future desire to become a teacher. She
shared, “I would always say... if kids like him had someone like me, maybe it wouldn’t be so
hard” (Interview #1, June 23, 2017).
Jordan was hired at Hawthorne Elementary School after completing her student teaching
at two other schools in the same district. She hoped she would be offered an open third-grade
position, but instead she was offered her choice of grade levels: third grade or kindergarten.
Much to her own surprise she chose to teach kindergarten. She remembered,
The whole entire time I was like, “I’m going to teach third grade, I’m going to teach third
grade.” Without even thinking I said kindergarten. Without a second thought. And
looking back it was because that is exactly where my heart lies. It lies with the little ones.
The ones that, whose parents would be like me, would not understand when
someone...describes your child as immature. (Interview #1, June 23, 2017)
Jordan started her first year of teaching in a challenging personal situation. She took a
leave of absence from her job at the marketing firm to complete her student teaching. The firm
agreed to pay the cost of her and her son’s health insurance while she was student teaching as
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long as she returned to service after the completion of her leave. Taking full-time employment at
Hawthorne Elementary School meant that Jordan had to reimburse her former employer the cost
of the insurance. This resulted in nearly every paycheck her first year of teaching going toward
those reimbursement costs. In addition, Jordan recalls feeling unprepared for the demands of
teaching kindergarten. Her first class had many students who struggled academically and
socially, which made her question her decision to change careers.
Ultimately, Jordan found her footing and credits the school culture and the support she
received from her colleagues for her success in surviving her first year of teaching. She stated, “I
don’t think I would have survived anyplace else” (Interview #1, June 23, 2017). She describes
Hawthorne Elementary as an innovative school that nurtures the whole child. Although she
describes this school and its district as not without challenges, she maintains that Hawthorne is
the best in the district. She feels inspired teaching at Hawthorne and shared, “I can walk away
saying that, you know, these kids are actually better leaving me. They are better people. They are
better students... and it’s because of me and ... because of Hawthorne. That makes me feel really,
really good” (Interview #1, June 23, 2017).
Jordan credits both the birth of her son and the clinical observation hours required for her
early childhood education degree as the biggest influences on her opinions regarding teaching
kindergarten. Watching her son struggle in school at such an early age coupled with the
experience of watching teachers in her clinical observations design child-centered learning
environments inspired her to create a classroom in which she could support all learners. For the
past three years, Jordan has been the general education teacher in a co-taught classroom, sharing
instructional responsibilities equally with the special education teacher and instructional
assistant. She reflects that she is feeling content and settled with where she is personally and
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professionally. Jordan stated, “Each year has been better than the last. I’m learning more—from
my peers, from the kids, from administration, and learning more about myself as an educator and
trying to figure out my mark on the world” (Interview #1, June 23, 2017).

School Background

Hawthorne Elementary School is located 37 miles from a large midwestern city. It is one
of five elementary schools in a district that serves pre-kindergarten through 12th-grade students
across several communities. All of the students who attend Hawthorne Elementary School travel
to school by bus as it is located in an agricultural area within a racially diverse village of just
over 8,200 residents. The community is comprised of White (67%), Black (26%), Hispanic (4%),
mixed-race (2%), and Asian (2%) residents. The median income of this community is about
$7,000 above the state level, and its median home value is $168,000. Roughly 3% of the adult
population over 25 are unemployed. Hawthorne Elementary School is located in a village that is
subject to very little crime. Its crime rate is 140 points below the U.S. average.
Hawthorne Elementary School draws its students from the town in which it is located and
from another neighboring village of just over 7,000 residents. The residents of this village are
predominantly Black (96%), followed by White (5%) and mixed-raced residents. The median
income of this community is about $14,500 below the state level, and its median home value is
$111,200. Half of the residents of this community rent their homes. Roughly 6% of the adult
population over 25 are unemployed. The crime rate is 89 points below the U.S. average.
Hawthorne Elementary School had a total enrollment of 456 students in 2016, spanning
kindergarten through fifth grade. Approximately 55% of Hawthorne Elementary School’s
students were Black, 24% were White, and 17% were Hispanic. Hawthorne Elementary School
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also had a small percentage of Asian and mixed-race students. Almost 76% of its students were
considered low income and qualified for reduced or free lunch. Of the 456 students enrolled at
Hawthorne Elementary in 2016, almost 4% were homeless, nearly 5% were English language
learners, and 19% had IEPs. Average student attendance was 94%, its mobility rate was 19%,
and its chronic truancy rate was 14%. The student-to-teacher ratio at Hawthorne was 24:1. Per
pupil expenditure was approximately $6,800.

Karen at Fairfax Elementary School

Teacher Background

Karen is a 46-year-old married mother of two young children. She currently resides in a
suburb southwest of a large midwestern city. Karen was born, raised, and started her teaching
career on the East Coast. She describes herself as organized and independent. Growing up as the
seventh child in a family of eight children, she recalls bossing her siblings around so much they
gave her the nickname Mini-Mom. When she was nine, her father passed away, leaving her
mother to raise eight children, so school was not always her mother’s top priority. Karen
describes this as a key life experience, one that forced her to become self-motivated:
Whatever I did was completely independent so that definitely … that formed me. I am an
independent person with my life, it was who I had to be. If I didn’t want to get an F, I had
to do the work. No one was making me do it. (Interview #1, November 1, 2016)
Karen got the itch to make a change in her life in her mid-twenties and moved by herself
across the country to a large midwestern city. She found a teaching job, an apartment, and
ultimately met her future husband. Regarding this time, she stated, “So, I just basically up and
left my life there because I felt I needed a change. And that’s what I did” (Interview #1,
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November 1, 2016). She describes her life right now with her current teaching position,
marriage, and children as busy but wonderful.
Karen completed all levels of school on the East Coast, including her college and
graduate studies. She struggled with school as a young child, but she had caring teachers who
supported her efforts. She described herself as a quiet and obedient student during her
elementary years and vividly remembers making a conscious decision to become more vocal and
outgoing as a middle school student. She loved the social aspects of school, especially in high
school. She describes herself as a loudmouth in high school, one who hated getting up to go to
school yet always respectful of adult authority. She passed her classes in high school but did not
see herself going on to college until her mother gave her the choice to either move with her to
Florida or go to college. She chose college and started working, somewhat reluctantly, toward an
associates degree in business. During a presentation for one of her business classes, a professor
took note of the child-friendly approach she took with her presentation and suggested she may
want to switch her studies to education. Karen followed this advice and went from a 3.0 student
to a 4.0 student. She stated, “[I was] taking the coursework and killing it. I was just doing great...
I just changed gears completely and loved what I was doing and wanted to do well” (Interview
#1, November 1, 2016).
Karen has been teaching for 21 years. She taught kindergarten and was a reading
specialist on the East Coast before relocating to the Midwest. After her move, she took a
teaching position in a large urban public-school district. During her seven-year tenure in that
district, Karen taught first grade, second grade, and, once again, became a reading specialist. She
recalls that experience as giving her important perspectives about teaching. She stated, “It was
definitely a perspective of different cultures and backgrounds and learning...just different ways
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of life and having to adapt and change how I teach to the kids who are in front of me” (Interview
#1, November 1, 2016).
Karen then had the misfortune of being laid off due to a reduction in force. She found
employment at another urban public school where she served as a reading coach and reading
specialist. She describes this job as meaningful to her in that it put her into a leadership role
where she could see both the administrators’ and teachers’ perspectives. She considered herself
an advocate for teachers in her role as the literacy coach, stating, “That was always very
important to me... keeping it clear [to the administration] how hard it was being inside the
classroom” (Interview #1, November 1, 2016).
Karen made the decision to leave this school, having grown weary of a nearly two-hour
daily commute. She applied to several school districts near her home, now in the suburbs, and
was hired to teach kindergarten at Fairfax Elementary School. She found the transition back to
being a classroom teacher very difficult. She worked long hours each day to keep up with the
demands of the job. She described the culture of the school during her first year of employment
as toxic. The school was led by a smart, but distant, principal, and the teachers did not always
communicate with each other. Some even undercut the others to look good to the principal. This
sort of culture was new to Karen, but she persevered, both due to her experience in the field and
the friendships she forged with her immediate teammates. She stated, “I need validation. I need
verbal validation, a little ‘atta boy’ everyone once in a while. I did not receive that at all my first
year and had I been a first-year teacher and not a seasoned teacher, I would have quit and run for
the hills my first year” (Interview #1, November 1, 2017).
Karen counts both an experience working with kindergarten students in a child
development class in high school as well as the encouragement from her college professor to
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pursue a degree in education as the primary motivators for her to enter the teaching field.
Karen’s past experiences with teachers who supported her after the death of her father and who
served as mentors to her after she entered the field helped shape her opinions about the necessity
of forging strong teacher-student relationships. To this day, Karen is moved to tears describing
how her third-grade teacher gave her a Bible after father passed away, and she fondly recalls the
mentor relationship she has with her former first-grade teacher, who helped her learn to read.
These experiences have informed how she establishes relationships and communicates with her
own students and their parents. While Karen admits that teaching at Fairfax is stressful due to the
administration’s desire to be a high-achieving school, she knows that teaching at this school is
allowing her to grow professionally. She shared, “I really do feel where I am now it truly is an
answer to a prayer. I need to keep growing. That is just who I am as a teacher and I was feeling
stagnant and so this kind of brought me more to life in terms of learning and growing” (Interview
#1, November 1, 2017).

School Background

Fairfax Elementary School is nestled in an upscale neighborhood in a suburban village
approximately 40 miles from a large midwestern city. Fairfax Elementary is one of three schools
in its district, serving students from a community of just over 18,000 residents. The community
is majority White (85%), followed by Black (5%), with the remaining population comprised of
small percentages of Hispanic, Asian, and multiracial residents. The median income of this
community is $51,000 over the state average, and its median home value is $357,000. It has an
unemployment rate of 4.9%. Fairfax Elementary School is located in a town that is not subject to
crime. Its crime rate is below the U.S. average by 218 points.
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Fairfax Elementary School had a total enrollment of 794 students in 2016, spanning
preschool through second grade. Approximately 81% of Fairfax Elementary School’s students
were White, 6% were Black, and 6% were Hispanic. Fairfax Elementary school also had a small
percentage of Asian and mixed-race students. Just over 4% of its students were considered low
income and qualified for reduced or free lunch. It did not have a homeless population. Of the 794
students enrolled at Fairfax Elementary in 2016, almost 2% were English language learners and
15% had IEPs. Average student attendance was 96%, its mobility rate was 7%, and its chronic
truancy rate was 0%. The student-to-teacher ratio at Fairfax Elementary was 19:1. Per pupil
expenditure was approximately $5,800.

Trisha at Wilson Elementary School

Teacher Background

Trisha is a 50-year-old single mother of one. She was born, raised, and currently resides
in the suburbs south of a large midwestern city. She is the oldest of three children. Trisha
adopted her daughter as an infant 13 years ago and counts that experience as the most significant
milestone in her life.
Trisha has found academic success at all levels, stating, “I loved everything about
school” (personal communication, September 26, 2016). She was fond of reading and, with each
successive year, found more and more success in school. She was therefore shocked when she
expressed an interest in applying to a competitive state university and her guidance counselor
suggested she leave the final application in the office “for somebody that will get in” (Interview
#1, September 26, 2016). Trisha was, in fact, accepted to that competitive state school and had a
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successful academic experience there. During her junior year, Trisha attended an educational
policy class with her roommate and immediately knew that elementary education was the field
for her; she never looked back.
Trisha was initially unable to secure a teaching position after graduation and
subsequently worked at a daycare as well as serving as a substitute teacher. Of this experience,
she recalled, “So you kind of, you kind of learn from all that. You know, I would take notes, I
would copy stuff down I would see on the walls and everything else” (personal communication,
September 26, 2016). With a great deal of humor, Trisha also recalls the time she was a
substitute teacher in a middle school shop class without teaching plans. All of these experiences
served her well once she was hired as a third-grade teacher in a Catholic school.
Trisha spent the first nine years of her teaching career teaching in a Catholic school. She
stated, “The principal I had was awesome...it was like having my own mentor...her expectations
were really high, and she got quality work from everybody” (personal communication,
September 29, 2016). After a change in pastoral leadership, Trisha resigned and looked for work
elsewhere. Trisha applied to many public-school districts and was contacted by the secretary of
Wilson Elementary School, which serves a high-poverty community of color. She recalls the
secretary asking, “If we were going to call you for an interview...would you come?” (Interview
#1, September 26, 2017). According to Trisha, Wilson Elementary School has had trouble
recruiting teachers due to the population of students it serves: “They were so used to people
bailing when they found out [where the school was located] and when they went to offer me the
job they said the same thing. ‘If we were to offer you a job right now, would you take it?’ ‘Yes,
yes, I think I would’” (Interview #1, September 26, 2016). Trisha has remained employed at
Wilson Elementary School for 20 years.
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She spent two years as a third-grade teacher at Wilson before she was transferred,
without warning, to teach two half-day kindergarten classes. She had no classroom experience
outside of third grade and admits that it was a chaotic year for her. However, her close friend and
roommate was an experienced kindergarten teacher and coached her through her first year.
Trisha, with a laugh, shared, “So it was very chaotic, and I came back ... I don’t know why I
came back” (Interview #1, September 26, 2016). Trisha has now taught kindergarten for 18
years.
Trisha considers her experiences working with the predominantly Hispanic students she
serves as the largest influence on her opinions about teaching kindergarten. Trisha has both a
Master’s degree in Curriculum and Instruction and an English as a Second Language
endorsement and sees the need for instruction designed to meet the needs of kindergarten
learners as paramount but something school administration does not always understand. Many of
the students she serves come to school with little to no academic experience or background.
Trisha administered the STAR Assessment to one of her students this year and recalled,
I had a kid who was in the one percentile. One percentile! And I thought, I should be
upset about this but he’s the one who’s going to make the most statistical progress. I
mean, he might not even know all his letters by the end of the year but he’ll know
something that he didn’t know before. (Interview #1, September 26, 2016)
Trisha sees herself as an advocate for her students:
I feel that just having known these kids and seeing these kids, the more I see them the
more—they deserve equity and they don’t get it. And that’s really what keeps me
coming back, is to get them the best start they can get. (Interview #1, September 26,
2017)

School Background
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Wilson Elementary School is located 19 miles from a large midwestern city. It is one of
three elementary schools in a district that has been mired in legal struggles due to the financial
improprieties of various school leaders. The district serves students from two communities that
have a combined population of nearly 29,000 residents. Wilson Elementary School is located in
the smaller community of just over 3,600 residents. The community is comprised of Black
(52%), Hispanic (35%), and White (11%) residents. The median income of this community sits
about $20,000 below the state average, and its median home value is $33,000. Roughly 16% of
the adult population over 25 are unemployed. Wilson Elementary School is located in a town that
is subject to crime. Its crime rate is 158 points above the U.S. average.
Wilson Elementary School had a total enrollment of 353 students in 2016, spanning prekindergarten through fifth grade. It served a diverse population of students. Approximately 61%
of Wilson Elementary School’s population were Hispanic, 36% were Black, and 3% were White.
Just over 72% of its students were considered low income and qualifed for reduced or free lunch.
Its homeless population stood at 3%. Of the 353 students enrolled at Wilson Elementary in 2016,
52% were English language learners and 9% had IEPs. Average student attendance was 94%, its
mobility rate was 17%, and its chronic truancy rate was 47%. The student-to-teacher ratio at
Wilson Elementary was 17:1. Per pupil expenditure was approximately $6,300.

School and Teacher Background: Urban Public School

Ashley at Spencer School

Teacher Background
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Ashley is a 34-year-old married mother of two. Ashley was born and raised in the
Midwest. Due to the economic downturn in the mid-2000s, she decided to look for a teaching
position out of her original state and relocated to a large midwestern city where she has lived for
the past 12 years. She describes her life right now as a full-time teacher and full-time mother to
two young children as very hectic but very good.
Ashley attended a strict Catholic school from kindergarten through eighth grade. She did
not always appreciate the strictness of the teachers at the school; however, she had a first-grade
teacher she adored and who was the inspiration for her career in education. About deciding to
become a teacher she recalled, “I actually did have a very good first-grade teacher even though it
was a very strict environment...I loved her and ever since then I never changed my mind. That’s
what I wanted to do” (Interview #1, January 3, 2017).
Ashley attended a large state school and majored in education. Her first job was in a lowincome school in a large urban public school system, the same system in which she currently
teaches. During this time, she enrolled in a graduate school that had a strong focus on early
childhood development. Ashley describes this program as incredibly rigorous and time
consuming—so much that of the 30 classmates who began the program, only eight completed.
Ashley found that her success in completing the graduate program was due to the social bonds
and friendships she had with her classmates. This is true of her entire school experience, as
Ashley acknowledges the social aspects of school were always her favorite.
Ashley made the decision to leave her teaching position and join a turnaround school
project affiliated with her graduate school. She joined the program with high hopes for its
success but described this experience as “the worst thing I have ever done in my life. It was just
such a mess. It was not fun” (Interview #1, January 3, 2017). She assigns blame for this negative
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experience to the school’s principal, who was unqualified for the job. Ashley made the decision
to leave the school and was then hired as a founding teacher at Spencer School, a selectiveenrollment school opening in another part of the city.
Ashley has been employed at Spencer School since 2009 and has taught kindergarten
during her entire tenure at the school. She describes the opportunity to be a founding teacher at
Spencer as a key experience in her professional life. Ashley devoted an enormous amount of
time to assisting in the launch, helping to create the school policy and norms for the school
culture, establishing channels for parent communication, and even working on creating bulletin
boards and student newsletters. This experience has ingrained in her a strong sense of ownership
and pride in her school. Ashley describes Spencer School as an anomaly within the large urban
school district. She describes Spencer School as one with a strong sense of community among
both the students and parents and a place like no other she has experienced. Because it is a
selective-enrollment school, students must test into it; therefore, the school is comprised of both
high-achieving students as well as gifted and talented students. Ashely stated, “I get
kindergarteners that can do algebra coming in. Like, can learn things in like a second! It’s not
like they’ve been drilled their whole lives” (Interview #1, January 3, 2017). In stark contrast,
Ashley describes the school district, of which Spencer is a part, as disorganized and in a constant
state of change, restructuring, and budget cuts. Ashley admitted, “If I did not work at Spencer
School I would have not stayed in [this school district]. I would have left...because it’s just...
there is no way to be good at your job in [this school district]” (Interview #1, January 3, 2017).
Ashley counts both her graduate school work and her employment at Spencer School as
pivotal in shaping her opinions about teaching. During her graduate studies she spent three years
immersed in content about early childhood development, brain research, and the social/emotional
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development of young learners. At Spencer School, she learned the power of learning along with
her students and releasing any preconceived notions of what she ought to know. She shared:
I don’t have to know everything and I’m going to learn it as I go. And just having that
mindset and going in and just letting kids teach you how they are going to learn, I think,
has been the biggest, made the biggest impact on my teaching. (Interview #1, January 3,
2017)

School Background

Spencer School is a selective enrollment public school located in a large midwestern city
of 9.4 million people. Spencer School offers an accelerated curriculum that focuses on educating
the whole child. Students qualify for enrollment based on their NWEA MAP reading and math
scores. Therefore, students are not drawn from the immediate neighborhood but from across the
entire city. This school is located in an area of the city known for its arts, history, and diversity.
The community is majority White, followed by Black, with the remaining population comprised
of small percentages of Hispanic, Asian, and multiracial residents. Roughly 48% of the residents
of this neighborhood live below the poverty level. The median income of this community is
$22,000 over the city average. Most residents of this neighborhood rent their homes. The median
rental price is just over $1,200 per month.
Spencer School had a total enrollment of 477 students in 2016, spanning kindergarten
through eighth grade. It served a diverse population of students. The school was comprised of
38% White, 29% Asian, 14% Black, 10% Hispanic, and 5% mixed-race students. Spencer
School also had a very small percentage of Asian and Pacific Islanders. Almost 14% of its
students were considered low income and qualified for reduced or free lunch. It did not have a
homeless population. Of the 477 students enrolled at Spencer School, almost 6% had IEPs and
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0% were English language learners. Average student attendance was 97%, and its mobility rate
was 2%. Three percent of its population was chronically truant. The student-to-teacher ratio was
24:1. Its per pupil expenditure was $10, 300.

Eva at Monroe Elementary School

Teacher Background

Eva is 36-year-old married mother of two young children. She currently resides in a
large urban city in a western state. She received a swimming scholarship from a liberal arts
college in the Midwest, where she studied business and communications. Eva returned to her
home state upon graduation and started her professional career in her family’s restaurant
business. After about eight years in the restaurant business, she opened her own pool
maintenance and swimming instruction side business.
Eva’s school experience was positive. She notes that she had both good and bad teachers
but has the fondest memories of teachers with whom she forged strong relationships. Eva
enjoyed learning things outside of her typical interests or school requirements. She shared, “I
think the pieces that I liked most about school were when I learned something that was not a
normal thing to learn” (Interview #1, June 21, 2017). She recalls enjoying courses such as A.P.
history in high school and the history of rock and roll in college. Eva stated, “Those things that
are all way out of my comfort zone, but those are the things that I remember, which tells me
those are the pieces that I truly liked about school” (Interview #1, June 21, 2017). Something
Eva did not like about school was math. She shared with a laugh, “So, it was like the dread of me
to have to do math” (Interview #1, June 21, 2017).
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Eva’s path to teacher licensing was a three-year personal journey. Eva spent 10 years
working in her family’s restaurants and, over time, became aware that the restaurant business
was no longer for her. Due to her lifelong involvement in the sport of swimming and her role as
general manager in the family restaurants, she often served in a teaching capacity. Eva shared
with her husband that professionally she was not where she wanted to be and recalled that her
husband said, “You talked about going back to school, and getting your teaching degree and
so...that’s true and it’s really truly the one profession that you can try out because you can
become a substitute” (Interview #1, June 21, 2017).
Right off the bat, Eva loved working with children, particularly kindergarten-age
students. She stated, “I just like how innocent they are and how much they love school, and they
love their teachers, and they’re still so silly. They say off-the-wall things” (Interview #1, June
21, 2017). After serving as a long-term substitute teacher for two maternity leaves, she made the
decision to take the alternative path to teacher licensure, noting that with two small children, she
could not afford the costs of both college tuition and daycare. Eva was hired by a rural school
district, a 90-minute drive from her home, to teach first grade. During that year, she obtained her
provisional license and completed the necessary induction work to also obtain her professional
license. Eva recalls that the alternative path matched her learning style. She shared, “The way
you do the alternative license, they kind of just throw you into it, and you kind of learn as you
go. I’m a good learner that way. I’m better at learning that way than being in a classroom setting
(Interview #1, June 21, 2017). Although the year-long, three-hour daily commute was grueling,
both Eva and her husband knew that it was finite and served their financial interests and Eva’s
professional goals. Eva recalled, “If this is what I want to do, and I can do it this way, we take a
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year for me to do this...it’s going to be a long year. And it was. But there was always a light at
the end of the tunnel” (Interview #1, June 21, 2017).
Eva has been employed as a kindergarten teacher for the past three years in an urban
school district located 30-minutes southwest of her home. She describes her school district as
one in transition. The district hired a new superintendent the same year she was hired. The
current district leader’s vision and collaborative management style is in direct opposition from
the previous leader’s more authoritarian and prescriptive style. Eva relates that the current
superintendent believes in the instructional wisdom of teachers to make informed decisions on
behalf of their students. The belief has freed teachers to explore different teaching approaches.
Eva shared, “Our superintendent now is like, ‘We need to figure out how to make our kids love
school. And the best people that know how to do that [are] the teachers in the classrooms
everyday’” (Interview #1, June 21, 2017). Eva enjoys working at her current school, despite
some of the drama that emerges between the new teachers who wish to try new approaches and
the senior teachers Eva describes as wary of change. Her experience in the restaurant business
prepared her for on-the-job conflict; therefore, she prefers to take a more direct approach with
any conflict that arises. She stated, “I treat school like business, so even if we get into a
discussion and an argument about something, I just move on from it. I let it go” (Interview #1,
June 21, 2017).
Eva counts the birth of her children as a key milestone in her life, one that subsequently
led to the second and third milestones, spending two years as a substitute teacher and ultimately
making the decision to leave her family’s business and become a teacher. Eva relates that having
her children changed who she was as a person and made her rethink how she wanted to spend her
time. This desire to spend more time with her family and follow her professional passion
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changed the entire course of her life. Substitute teaching confirmed her hunch that teaching was
for her. She shared, “I would have to say that that those two years made me realize that this is,
you know, kind of what I was meant to do and where I want to be and what I want to do”
(Interview #1, June 21, 2017).

School Background

Monroe Elementary is located in a large town approximately 64 miles northeast of a large
western city. It is one of 27 schools in a district that serves over 22,000 students. The community
is comprised of White (56%), Hispanic (38%), Asian (2%), and Black (1%), with the remaining
population mixed-race or Native American residents. The median income of this community sits
about $14,000 below the state average, and its median home value is $225,000. Roughly 3.5% of
the adult population over are unemployed. Monroe Elementary School is located in a city with a
crime rate that is 26 points above the U.S. average.
Monroe Elementary School had a total enrollment of 507 students in 2016, spanning
kindergarten through fifth grade. It served a predominantly Hispanic population of students
(87%), followed by White (9%) and small percentages of Native American, Asian, Pacific
Islander, and mixed-race students. Just over 92% of its students were considered low income and
qualified for reduced or free lunch. Of the 507 students enrolled at Monroe Elementary, 43%
were English language learners and 8% had IEPs. Average student attendance was 95% and its
mobility rate was 15%. The student-to-teacher ratio was 17:1.
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Kim at Peterson Elementary School

Teacher Background

Kim is a 34-year-old married mother of three young children. She was born in the
Southwest and as a toddler moved to a nearby western state in which she currently resides. As a
young girl, Kim moved with her parents, twin sister, and younger brother to a large college town
where she completed all levels of schooling through her undergraduate studies. Kim currently
lives and teaches in her hometown.
Kim loved everything about school growing up. She and her twin sister had a healthy
academic competitive streak between them, so she found much academic success. As she moved
into high school, she was challenged by her teachers to move beyond just coming up with a
correct answer but to think reflectively and critically. This sometimes pushed her out of her
comfort zone, but she now knows it set the foundation for how she wants her current
kindergarten students to think. Kim also had the experience of attending schools that were
ethnically and socioeconomically diverse. This experience broadened her personal perspective
and helped her see the value in living and learning among individuals different from herself. She
also feels that it inspired her desire to return to the community and teach. She stated, “I think
ultimately that is why I wanted to be at Title I schools and why I’ve lasted so long in a Title I
school...because I have that background a little bit” (Interview #1, March 27, 2017).
Kim has always wanted to be a teacher. A teacher complimented her handwriting when
she was in first grade, and she cites this a one of the main reasons she chose a career in teaching.
Kim recalled, “My first-grade teacher told me that I had teacher handwriting and that I should
become a teacher. And from first-grade on I was like, well that is what I’m going to do”
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(Interview #1, March 27, 2017). She also sees the significant influence a teacher’s words can
have on a student, noting, “What an impact one teacher’s sentence made to me. And I [know I]
have to be really careful. You can really persuade things in weird ways with just one little
phrase” (Interview #1, March 27, 2017). Another experience that influenced Kim’s decision to
become a teacher happened during second grade. A non-English-speaking student from Iceland
enrolled in her class. Kim’s teacher told her that it would be her responsibility to teach the new
student English. Being young and impressionable, Kim took this comment quite seriously. Kim
became friends with this girl, who ultimately did just fine in school, but the long-term effect of
this simple request was that Kim was drawn to working with English language learners as an
adult. Of that experience and the experience of attending a diverse school, she stated:
I became a teacher and I work with students who more than half of them speak a second
language and it’s just kinda funny the parallels I see looking back in my past. And I
wonder: Had those things not happen, would I be where I am right now? Or would I have
the compassion that I have now for students that are very different from me if I wouldn’t
have had those experiences previously? So it’s those kinda things stick out to me.
(Interview #1, March 27, 2017)
Kim has spent her teaching career working in Title I schools and with English language
learners of Hispanic descent. She began her career working in a high-poverty, low-achieving
school in a large urban district in a western state. Her first year she was charged with developing
and licensing a pre-kindergarten program. After that year she started teaching kindergarten and
was impacted by the external mandates associated with her school’s low academic achievement.
Kim’s school received Reading First funding and was, therefore, required to follow the
instructional mandates associated with that NCLB era reform model. Kim found these mandates

117

overly restrictive and prescriptive and completely at odds with both her undergraduate work in
early childhood and the theories she was learning in her master’s program. She explained:
I was in this turmoil for my first few years of how do I take my early childhood
background and now all my master’s in literacy work with this Reading First kinda
mentality...make it work for these kids who don’t even speak English. (Interview #1,
March 27, 2017)
Kim spent three years working in that district before taking a position in her large and
very competitive hometown school district. Kim very much likes the district in which she works
but describes it as “incohesive” (Interview #1, March 27, 2017). There are common ELA and
math curricula at the elementary level, but the specialty schools within the district are free to
implement curricula in any way they see fit. That is a source of frustration for Kim, who sees the
need for some common district guidelines.
Kim has worked as a kindergarten teacher at Peterson Elementary School for the past 10
years. Kim is a teacher-leader, serving on district committees and the school leadership team and
as the kindergarten team lead teacher. She also takes a lead in establishing cultural norms and
expectations among her staff members, of which there is high turnover rate. Kim said:
In my mind, everybody at our building needs to be 100% committed to our kids and our
staff for kids to improve. And if you don’t openly... embrace our culture and our climate
at our building, I have very little compassion for that. We’re, for some of our kids, this
one school year is life and death for them. If they are not up to grade level by third grade
their chances are going downhill forever...and I take that very, very seriously. And so,
I’m a little bit hardcore. But people also believe I am a cheerleader for our school, so you
know, it’s a weird combination. (Interview #1, March 27, 2017)
Kim counts her undergraduate work in early childhood education and, paradoxically, her
experience working in a Reading First school as two significant experiences that inform her work
as a kindergarten teacher. While she was at philosophical odds with the Reading First approach
to pedagogy, she saw how much kindergarten students could achieve when given challenging
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material. Her background in early childhood gave her a lens from which to view instruction,
forcing her to think about the developmental appropriateness of her instruction. Kim’s goal when
she first arrived at Peterson Elementary School was to take the success she had with the Reading
First approach to instruction and blend it with the balanced literacy approach. She thinks about
what her kindergarten students will need to be able to do as fifth graders and backward plans to
kindergarten. She shared, “I ask myself ‘How can I make that work in kindergarten without
killing kindergarteners?’ So I think in my building I’m kinda known for those things: Is it
developmentally appropriate and rigorous?” (Interview #1, March 27, 2017).

School Background

Peterson Elementary School is located in a neighborhood of 22,000 residents within a
city of 156,000 in a western state. Peterson Elementary is one of 50 schools in its district. The
neighborhood is majority White, followed by Hispanic, with the remaining population comprised
of small percentages of Black, Asian, and multiracial residents. The median income of this
community is just over $55,000, and its median home value is $205,000. The poverty rate of this
neighborhood is 27%. Peterson Elementary School is located in a city with a crime rate 56 points
below the U.S. average.
Peterson Elementary School is in a state that offers school choice. Therefore, the
enrollment at any given school could be comprised of students from beyond the immediate
neighborhood of the school. Peterson Elementary is an economically and racially diverse school.
This diversity has resulted in students from more affluent White families exercising their choice
option and attending more prestigious schools in the area. Due to the flight of affluence, Peterson
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Elementary is a Title I school and draws its students from families in the immediate vicinity of
the school who do not have the means to exercise their choice options.
Peterson Elementary School had a total enrollment of 385 students in 2016, spanning
kindergarten through fifth grade. It served a diverse population of students. Approximately 57%
of the students at Peterson Elementary School were Hispanic, 37% were White, and 3% were
mixed-race students. Just over 80% of its students were considered low income and qualified for
reduced or free lunch. Of the 385 students enrolled at Peterson Elementary School, nearly 20%
were English language learners and 16% had IEPs. Average student attendance was 93%, and its
mobility rate was 23%. The student-to-teacher ratio was 13:1. Its per pupil expenditure was
$7,000.

School and Teacher Background: Urban Public Charter School

Alyssa at Perry School

Teacher Background

Alyssa is a 43-year-old married mother of two young children. She was born and raised
in a midwestern state, attended her local public schools, and graduated from one of its state
universities with a degree in education. Alyssa relocated to the West Coast and began her
teaching career. Over the course of 11 years, Alyssa toggled back and forth between the West
Coast and the Southeast, teaching and working on her master’s degree. She met her husband 11
years ago, falling in love at first sight, and made the decision to move to a suburb west of a large
midwestern city where she started her family. Alyssa counts both her marriage and the birth of
her children as milestones in her personal life. She currently works as a second-grade teacher in
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at Perry School, a public charter school that is part of a citywide charter management
organization (CMO).
Alyssa’s parents divorced when she was a young girl, and for a time she was raised by
her father and grandmother in a poor, mostly Black community. She attended school in this
community and was one of a handful of White students in her school. Alyssa loved attending
school, the friendships she made, and the camaraderie among her classmates. She fondly recalls
favorite books and favorite teachers who led exciting activities. Alyssa knew as a young child
she wanted to work with animals or children and considered becoming a veterinarian or child
psychologist. She began her undergraduate studies as a psychology major, but she recalls that it
did not feel right to her. She shared, “I changed my major [to education] and I never ever turned
back. And I was just so thrilled” (Interview #1, December 22, 2016).
Alyssa taught kindergarten and first and second grades in several traditional public
schools before she began her tenure at Perry School. She describes the transition from teaching at
a traditional public school to a charter school as culture shock. During the years prior to her
employment at Perry School, Alyssa cultivated a repertoire of child-centered, developmentally
appropriate practices, such as small-group reading instruction, learning centers, and hands-on
activities in which students could talk and learn from each other. Perry School was steeped in a
more rigid system of classroom management and pedagogy. She stated:
When I came to Perry, it was run like a private school. They were all in uniforms, which
was fine. They all had to be silent in the hallways [in a] straight line. Boys line. Girls line.
Your line had to be in height, [shortest] to the tallest... When you were in the classroom,
they wanted three rotations, your reading rotation, they wanted board work, and they
wanted seatwork. And I just didn’t understand like what...like what that was all
about...what are you talking about? And then they gave me like a script and I was like,
what is this? I don’t understand what you are talking about. I have to use a script? I had
no idea. It was just so unfamiliar what this was all about. There was no mention of
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social/emotional development or needs or anything like that. And it was just like a very,
very different type of culture for me. (Interview #1, December 22, 2016)
Perry School has had a high turnover of teaching and administrative staff in the 10 years
Alyssa has worked there. She has worked under four different school directors, none of whom
Alyssa describes as having the required background or experience to be successful as a school
leader. Her current leader is a product of the Teach for America (TFA) program and has neither
an education degree nor a teaching or administrative license. Alyssa shares that under the current
leader, test scores have dropped; parents have pulled their students from the school, and student
misbehavior, including bullying and acts of violence, have increased. To open a line of
communication with the school leader regarding the decline in behavior among students and
concern over student safety, a group of teachers, including Alyssa, went to the director to share
their concerns. The director refused to meet with them and wrote them up for being
insubordinate. However, after filing a grievance with their union, the teachers were ultimately
found not to have been insubordinate.
Alyssa describes the CMO as being quite political, “managed by people that are not
necessarily from education and don’t seem to have the best interest of our families and our
students at heart” (Interview #1, December 22, 2016). She feels that the CMO is run by leaders
who are out for personal gain. Alyssa feels that the political culture has seeped down to her
school, with the director showing favoritism among staff members. Alyssa feels she was forced
to transfer out of kindergarten to second grade when the kindergarten program was reduced from
two classrooms down to one classroom. Although Alyssa had invested six years in developing a
child-centered program that focused on forging nurturing relationships with her students, the
open kindergarten position was offered to her teammate, a personal ally of the director. The
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director told Alyssa that her style and vision were not aligned with the direction she wanted to
take kindergarten. She also was told that she simply was not strict enough to teach kindergarten.
Alyssa shared:
It took so long to develop a really great kindergarten program... being welcoming and
loving, having that kind of kindergarten touch... and I feel like I kinda oozed that and the
other teacher is not quite like that... to keep them in line, [she] yell[s] at them a lot. Like
all the time. And it is just very, very sad. (Interview #1, December 22, 2016)
Alyssa describes her experience at Perry School and the struggles she has had there as
key experiences that have shaped her opinions about teaching and learning. Because her
instructional methods and techniques were often questioned by her previous directors, she found
she had to justify and back up her choices with research. This led her to become a passionate
consumer of educational literature, blogs, and podcasts that help her stay current with teaching
trends. She also views herself as an advocate for the social/emotional development of children
and has been vocal about programming changes that have reduced the amount of time students
have to learn how to share their feelings, reflect, problem solve and play, such as the elimination
of the morning meeting block and outdoor recess. Despite these challenges, or perhaps because
of these challenges, Alyssa chooses to remain at Perry School, although it causes her a lot of
personal stress. She stated, “Our kids deserve better. Our families too. We have really great
families and that really... it’s really what keeps me there” (Interview #1, December 22, 2016).

School Background

Perry School is one of 16 charter schools in a CMO. This CMO has been mired in
controversy in the past over mismanagement of millions of dollars of taxpayer funding. Perry
School is located in a neighborhood within a large midwestern city of 9.4 million residents. It
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draws its enrollment from the large but densely populated local neighborhood, which is
comprised of 110,000 residents of mostly Mexican descent. The community is made up of older
homes built in the 1930s that have been converted to rental units or apartment buildings. The
median income of neighborhood residents is just over $31,000, resulting in 31% of its residents
living below the poverty level. The crime rate is 189 points over the U.S. average.
Perry School had a total enrollment of 414 students in 2016, the majority of whom (93%)
are considered low income. Perry School spanned kindergarten through eighth grade. It served a
primarily Hispanic population (94%) and a small percentage of Black students (5%). Of the 414
students enrolled at Perry School, 47% were English language learners and 10% had IEPs.
Average student attendance across the entire network of 16 charter schools was 95%, its mobility
rate was 6%, and its truancy rate was 10%. The student-to-teacher ratio across the network was
31:1.

Drew at Bennett Elementary School

Teacher Background

Drew is a 27-year-old woman who lives in a large southern city and is engaged to be
married. Drew has been teaching for five years and is just now feeling that she is at a point in her
career where she can enjoy a slower and quieter lifestyle. As of late, she has begun to spend time
with her outside interests and hobbies. She enjoys writing and pursuing what she describes as
“some nerdy interests” (Interview #1, January 11, 2017).
Drew grew up in a small family in an eastern state and attended her local public schools
before accepting a full-ride scholarship to a competitive New England university where she
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majored in history and minored in early childhood education. Drew did not enjoy her school
experience until she went away to college. She shared, “Elementary school I was bored most of
the time. Middle school I was uncomfortable most of the time. And high school I was scared
most of the time. So, they weren’t really safe or productive places or what I needed and wanted”
(Interview #1, January 11, 2017). Drew does, however, fondly recall her third-grade teacher,
who made her feel loved and welcomed in the classroom. This teacher also creatively used a
local hiking trail to engage her students in learning. Drew credits this experience with instilling
her love for experiential learning. Unfortunately, this school experience was the exception and
not the norm. Drew can count on one hand the number of teachers she feels were great. Because
of that, Drew focused her attention on getting good grades with the hope of earning a scholarship
to move away from her small town. She stated:
Well, I always knew that education was a way out. And I wanted out from where I was
and I wanted out from that school. I wanted to go far enough away and even as an 18year-old I didn’t want to have debt, so I knew. I worked very hard. I was salutatorian of
my high school class and I knew that grades were going to be my way to go somewhere.
(Interview #1, January 11, 2017)
Drew studied history and early childhood education during college but was not able to
work toward a teaching certificate, having decided too late in her college career to do so.
However, after raising funds to travel to South Africa and volunteer in a school, she found
herself drawn to the field of education. She worked for AmeriCorps upon graduating from
college. She served as a literacy fellow and volunteer coordinator, managing over 50 seniorcitizen volunteers. Despite her reservations managing older adults, she ended up loving that
position and her work with the children and adults.
The following summer, Drew got a job working for the Teach for America organization,
which ultimately ended up being a watershed moment in her life. She was hired to work on the
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business side of the organization for its annual summer institute. Drew felt the organization took
her seriously as a person and appreciated the responsibilities she was given to handle at such a
young age. This inspired her to apply to become a TFA corps member. At that same TFA
summer institute, she met the man who would become her fiancé. Drew said, “I guess [it was] a
pivotal summer both personally and professionally...if I had not gone there I actually don’t know
where I would be living or what I would be doing with my life” (Interview #1, January 11,
2017).
Drew began her teaching career as a second-grade teacher in an independent charter
school in the large southern city in which she still currently resides. Drew describes this Title I
high-poverty school as “a pretty terrible place to work” (Interview #1, January 11, 2017). This
school had extended hours, and teachers had few breaks during the day which were often taken
away from them. Therefore, Drew often found herself alone with her students for over eight
hours straight each day without any adult interaction. On the one hand, the time she spent with
her students allowed her to forge strong connections with them. On the other, it caused Drew a
great deal of stress and anxiety, as she often felt helpless to address her students’social/emotional
and academic needs. She recalled, “That whole year I was teaching...I knew my limitations... I
was brand new and I knew that they needed someone...they needed someone other than me. They
needed someone better than me. But I was what they had” (Interview #1, January 11, 2017).
Drew asked to loop with this group of children to third grade because she feared who might be
hired to teach them. The additional year together strengthened their bond. She stated, “I could
teach 40 years...but no class will ever mean the same, quite the same thing, as that class did”
(Interview #1, January 11, 2017).
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During her second year at the placement school, she was recruited by a regional charter
school network that is a part of a large national CMO. After spending time with leaders from
several of the network schools, she decided to take a kindergarten position at Bennett Elementary
School and has remained employed there for the past three years.
Drew describes herself as happy teaching at her current school, especially given her
negative experience at her placement school. She notes that her school has a reputation of having
an incredibly strong character and values program, one that stands out among the regional
network schools. It also, unfortunately, has a reputation for high staff turnover. Drew admits that
the school’s high attrition rate takes its toll on teacher morale. Drew serves as lead kindergarten
teacher and finds she is constantly having to train new teachers, which is time consuming and
demanding. However, Drew notes that her school is a part of a regional network with strong
shared curricula created by curriculum fellows and vetted by instructional experts. She shared,
[Our curriculum] is good stuff. Stuff that you should put in front of all kids, that so often
is not in front of kids in charter schools. And it’s not drill and kill. We don’t do that and
that’s a networkwide decision, and so as a teacher, I’m given high-quality, vetted plans
that I know people who are smarter and more experienced than me have decided [is] what
is best for our kids...so I just love that. (Interview #1, January 11, 2017)
Drew cites her experience working at her placement school as instrumental in shaping her
opinions about teaching. Drew was drawn to teaching through her desire to give back to the
community and to help all children receive a quality education regardless of where they are from.
Because Drew views teaching as an act of social justice, her opinions about teaching and
learning are viewed through that lens. She is purposeful in where she has chosen to work,
selecting high-poverty Title I schools. She sees herself as an advocate for students with special
needs or who are disadvantaged. She said, “I think that those two years in that little tiny room
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with those kids was far and away the reason I am still teaching, the reason I will always be
passionate about teaching disadvantaged children” (Interview #1, January 11, 2017).

School Background

Bennett Elementary School is located in a large southern city and draws its students from
across the entire city. It is a part of a national CMO focused on preparing students to be college
and career ready upon graduation. Bennett Elementary School was established in 2011 for
students in kindergarten through second grade. It added third and fourth grades in subsequent
years. Bennett Elementary School has not had a permanent location. It moved from its founding
location in 2016 and currently shares its space with another school in an historic neighborhood
that is anchored by two universities.
Bennett Elementary School had a total enrollment of 540 students in 2017, spanning
kindergarten through fourth grade. It served approximately 96% Black students, 3% Hispanic
students, and a small percent of White and mixed-race students. Specific data about its low
income rate are not available; however, Bennett Elementary School provided free breakfast and
lunch to all its students via the Community Eligibility Provision. Of the 540 students enrolled at
Bennett Elementary School, 13% had IEPs, and its mobility rate was 18%.

Ellen at Marshall Elementary School

Teacher Background

Ellen is a 29-year-old woman living a large southern city. She was born and raised in the
South, growing up just three hours north of where she currently resides. Ellen has lived in her
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current city for five years and recently planted roots in the community by purchasing and
renovating her own home near her job. She is feeling settled in her current life and is striving to
find a healthy work/life balance to pursue her personal interests outside of school.
Ellen attended a traditional southern, private, K-12 secular school. Ellen liked school and
particularly enjoyed reading. She recalls with a laugh that she “set the school record for the most
points” (Interview #1, January 20, 2017) in her school’s accelerated reading program. While she
enjoyed and did well at her school growing up, Ellen admits that attending an exclusive private
school also had its challenges. Her family’s middle-class background was in contrast to her
wealthier classmates, and this contrast was difficult for Ellen to process and was, at times,
isolating. Looking back, Ellen acknowledges that she sometimes questioned why others had
more than she did, but she is now grateful for all she had growing up. She shared, “I felt like
didn’t have what [I was] supposed to have, but really I had more than I deserved” (Interview #1,
January 20, 2017).
Ellen earned a full-ride scholarship to a large university in her home state, where she
studied English and political science. Although she had a double major, she was not exactly
certain which direction to take her career upon graduation. Ellen’s first job was working at a
non-profit organization that supported low-income students’ access to higher education. Ellen
found this work was not as satisfying as she thought it would be because she felt far removed
from those she was trying to help and felt constrained working behind a desk in an office
environment. She believed her personality was better suited for a more relational job and decided
to pursue a job in teaching. She stated, “So in [my home state], if you have a college degree and
basically have not committed a crime, they will give you a classroom for a year, fourth through
twelfth grade” (Interview #1, January 20, 2017).
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Ellen received an emergency teaching license from her home state and taught fourth
grade for one year. She liked teaching well enough to take coursework toward a degree in
education but made the decision to take the alternative certification route due to the expense of
earning another bachelor’s degree, the only route to certification other than through the TFA
program. Ellen heard about an alternative certification route that could be completed in one
school year through The New Teachers Project (TNTP) in a nearby state. This program also
allowed participants to select an instruction band in which to teach. Ellen was accepted to TNTP
certification program, selected early childhood as her certification focus, was placed in an
independent charter school, and moved to a large city in a nearby state to teach first grade.
Ellen worked at her placement school for two years and earned her teaching certificate
before making the decision to relocate to her current city to reunite with her long-term boyfriend.
Ellen was interested in becoming a founding teacher at a school and, coincidentally, the city to
which she intended to move was seeing a surge in charter-school start-ups. She reached out to a
leader of one of these new charter schools, which was a part of a large national CMO, and was
hired as a first-grade teacher. Ellen has remained employed at this school since that time, serving
as a kindergarten teacher for the past three years, and counts it as one of the key experiences in
professional life. She shared:
[It] was pretty defining... I felt like I was...an active participant after three years [of
teaching] and I also felt like I had the chance to take some of the training and knowledge
I had and apply it. And I also [was asked to] loop with my class. I looped with my
kindergarteners when they moved up to first grade. And so [I] stayed from the beginning
of kindergarten through the end of first grade. [It] was a really powerful experience to see
what that, what that felt like and those two years of growth. (Interview #1, January 20,
2017)
Ellen describes Marshall Elementary School, one that serves students of color and
poverty, as imperfect but a very good place to work. She believes its strength comes from the
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organization’s willingness to reflect on practices and to change what does not work for the
students. Ellen feels that the school’s achievement data do not reflect the amount of time and
attention the staff put into their teaching. She describes her regional network as one that grew
too fast and, due to lack of available qualified teachers in the area, suffers from inconsistent
achievement across the local network. Ellen is not impressed with the curriculum from the
national network they are encouraged to use and feels that it is not developmentally appropriate
for her kindergarten students. Because she works with a school leader who supports reflection on
practice, she has been able to discuss the concerns she has regarding the curriculum. But she
feels the tension between following mandates and doing what she feels is best for her students.
She asked, “Do you toe the party line or do you say, you know, sometimes there is a little tension
between, ‘What do I agree with?’ and ‘What do I have to agree with” (Interview #1, January 20,
2017).
Ellen loves teaching kindergarten and especially loves observing the growth her students
make during the year. Ellen enjoys teaching math, which she finds interesting, given that she was
not very fond of math growing up. She finds the training she has received through Eureka!, a
commercial math program, to be very instrumental in helping her teach her students using a
variety of Common Core-aligned strategies. Ellen also appreciates the stability and consistency
she experiences being a long-term teacher at Marshall and relishes the relationships she is able to
forge with her students and their families. She stated:
I’ve been here for five years, so I know the families; a lot of my class this year, over one
third of my class [are] actually siblings of kids I taught before, which is actually
important to me. It just feels consistent…[the] relational part of teaching is what I really
like. (Interview #1, January 20, 2017)
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School Background

Marshall Elementary School is located in a large southern city. It is a part of a national
CMO focused on college and career readiness. Marshall Elementary School is located in a
predominantly Black neighborhood, 1.5 square miles in size, with a population of just over 2,300
residents. The median income of residents from this neighborhood is just over $18,500. The
average home value in this neighborhood is $65,600. The crime rate of this neighborhood is 556
points above the national average, and 37% of its residents live in poverty.
Marshall Elementary School draws its students from across the larger city; however, most
of its enrollment are drawn from the local neighborhood. Marshall Elementary School had a total
enrollment of 491 students in 2016, spanning kindergarten through third grade. All of its students
were Black. Almost 80% of its students were considered low income and qualified for reduced or
free lunch. Of the 491 students enrolled at Marshall Elementary, 0% were English language
learners, and 7% had IEPs. The per pupil expenditure was $11,000.

Summary

Eleven participants, representing four different school settings, were recruited.
Participants ranged in age from 27 to 57 years old. Their teaching experiences ranged from three
years to 29 years of classroom experience and a range of three to 18 years teaching kindergarten.
Six participants held advanced degrees, and three participants earned their teaching certificates
through alternative certification programs. Of the 11 participants, two (Ashley and Karen) taught
in low-poverty schools, one (Charlotte) taught in a low-poverty school serving ELL students
(more than 10% students who qualify for ELL services), four (Diane, Jordan, Drew, and Ellen)
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taught in high-poverty schools (more than 50% students of poverty), and four (Trisha, Eva, Kim,
and Alyssa) taught in high-poverty schools serving ELL students. All participants except one
(Alyssa) were teaching kindergarten during the 2016-2017 school year when this study took
place. Alyssa taught kindergarten most recently during the 2015-2016 school year and, therefore,
met the eligibility criteria for this study.
This chapter explored the findings that emerged from Interview #1, Focused Life History
(Seidman, 2013). It described the life of each participant, including family history, educational
background, significant life events, and teaching history. This chapter also described each
participant’s current school setting, its student data, and the community in which it is located.
The next chapter will discuss the findings that emerged from Research Question 1.

CHAPTER 5
CHALLENGES AND BARRIERS
What are kindergarten teachers’ perceptions of the Common Core State Standards (CCSS) and
their influence on developmentally appropriate practices?

This chapter explores in detail the three themes related to the CCSS and DAP that
emerged from data analysis. These themes are: teachers perceive the CCSS to be academically
challenging, the high degree of importance teachers place on the use of DAP with their students,
and barriers to the use of DAP. This section further discusses teachers’ responses to Research
Question 1.

CCSS Are Academically Challenging

Prior to the exploration of the research questions, teachers were asked to share their
perceptions of the CCSS. Participants were asked a range of questions that probed their
knowledge, experience, overall perceptions, and opinions regarding the CCSS. One theme that
emerged from data analysis is that after experiencing the CCSS, the nine of 11 kindergarten
teachers believe the CCSS to be academically challenging for kindergarten students, specifically,
the depth and specific content covered in the standards and how students are expected to show
their knowledge.
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Depth of Thinking

In their descriptions of the CCSS, teachers touch on the notion that the CCSS require
students to think deeply. Diane (rural), Kim (urban), and Drew (charter1) described the CCSS as
setting a standard for instructional rigor for students across the country. Diane described the
CCSS as rigorous learning goals that ensure that all students are exposed to similar content. She
stated, the CCSS “help kids everywhere ensure that they are all kind of covering the same types
of things, the same big basic ideas” (Interview #2, June 13, 2017). Kim (urban) described the
CCSS as federal guidelines for educational expectations and instructional rigor that teachers in
every state would be required to follow. She stated:
We’re trying to have some federal guidelines for students to be proficient so that a
student moving between states would have similar expectations and the rigor would be
similar. Something that kinda holds all teachers to the same level while still letting states
have some of their own say in it too. (Interview #2, April 8, 2017)
Drew described the CCSS as a positive form of standardization across the country, with
the goal of increasing educational equity by having the same educational expectations across
states. She said:
I see it also as...an appropriate use of standardization because it ensures that my kids in
[my state, which is] consistently one of the worst performing states in the country are
going to be held to the same standards as students in [other states] that consistently outperform them. So I think it’s not perfect but it’s an effort to...ensure that where you’re
born does not or should not determine where you end up because we’re holding the same
high bar for kids regardless of where they live. (Interview #2, January 31, 2017)
Alyssa (charter), Drew (charter), Ellen (charter), and Jordan all shared the perception that
the CCSS are challenging due to the amount of critical and conceptual thinking required of them.

1

The label “charter” in this study describes teachers working in charter schools in urban settings.
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Alyssa maintained that a positive aspect of the CCSS is the fact that they ask students to think
more deeply and analytically than in the past. She shared:
That’s kind of what the purpose of the Common Core is. They are broader but trying to
go deeper. When they first were talking about that, I was, like, “What in the world? What
are you talking about, go deeper?” and they kept saying it’s not breadth. It’s depth. It
[made me think,] “How do you do that?” And now I’m starting to understand what that
really means and how you can push your advanced students and how you can try to
scaffold. (Interview #2, January 22, 2017)
Drew described the CCSS as the current best effort to help students develop their critical
thinking and conceptual knowledge. She shared, “I see the Common Core Standards as…what
we currently know to be the best way to push our children towards critical thinking and
conceptual understanding rather than factual recall and lower Bloom’s vocabulary” (Interview
#2, January 31, 2017). What stood out to Ellen (charter) the most about the CCSS is the amount
of critical thinking it asks of students. Ellen saw the required complexity of thinking as a
strength that shows students how to think flexibly. She shared:
We’re just making sure the kids are understanding what they are learning rather than just
regurgitating. So I think that is the biggest shift...We’re still learning to add but [the
students] are doing those mental math ways...we’re just teaching kids how to think
first...a process. (Interview #3, March 21, 2017)
Jordan saw the CCSS as a shift from previous state standards’ focus on rote and isolated
skills to a focus on 21st-century skills, which she described as requiring students to think
critically in a variety of contexts. Describing what the CCSS asks of students, Jordan stated that
the CCSS require to think “about things on a different scale as opposed to things that are rote,
memory-type skills” (Interview #2, June 26, 2017).

Content of the CCCS
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Charlotte (rural), Diane (rural), Trisha (suburban), Alyssa (charter), and Eva (urban) all
suggested that the content of the CCSS is more challenging than the content found in previous
state standards. Charlotte believed that the previous state standards were easier to follow and the
CCSS are harder on teachers and students due the amount of content that must be covered in one
year. Charlotte felt she has to push through the CCSS content and cannot afford to linger on
concepts or skills when her students struggle. She shared, “I have to [teach] this [CCSS content]
and they can’t do it and I have to keep pushing and pushing...I wish I could just take longer with
things” (Interview #2, October 13, 2017).
Diane (rural) found “the overall rigor” (Interview #2, June 13, 2017) to be challenging for
her students. In discussing what most strikes her about the CCSS, Diane explained, “The rigor.
The high expectations for my age, for the kindergarten age group. I think some of it is kind of a
push, not age appropriate...some of the things that they are expecting them to do and be able to
do” (Interview #2, June 13, 2017).
Trisha (suburban) found implementing the CCSS with her population of students, the
majority of whom are poor English language learners of color, incredibly hard. In spite of her
best efforts, Trisha has never felt she has thoroughly taught the standards. She felt that the CCSS
put stress on both the teachers and the students and that the administration does not truly
understand how challenging a task it is. Trisha said, “I learned that you do the best you can, but
you can never completely implement them, I don’t think” (Interview #3, November 11, 2016).
Based on her experience implementing the CCSS in kindergarten, Alyssa (charter)
learned that the CCSS require prerequisite skills her students do not come to school having.
Therefore, much of the CCSS is too difficult for her students and she must rework her instruction
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to teach those prerequisite skills before her students can be successful with grade-level standards.
Alyssa stated:
A lot of [my students] did not come with the prerequisite skills... so it was almost like we
had to go backwards and give them those prerequisite skills before we could get started. I
think that’s probably my main concern about the Common Core. Some of it seemed way
over a lot of my students’ abilities. So in the beginning it was really hard. (Interview #3,
March 5, 2017)
Eva (urban) held a similar perspective as Alyssa. Eva noted that the very nature of the
CCSS require students to be at the same level of skill or knowledge by the end of the year. She
found achieving this goal to be difficult due to the wide range of skills her students have when
they enter school. Eva shared:
I think sometimes people think that they are the end-all. That this is where we have to
be...they should all be able to do this. And that’s not true. Do you know what I mean? It
makes them to be cookie-cutter. Kids aren’t cookie-cutter. And some kids get things later
and some kids get them earlier and that’s not fair. (Interview #2, July 20, 2017)

Demonstration of Knowledge

After experiencing the CCSS, Jordan (suburban), Kim (urban), Drew (charter), and Ellen
(charter) perceived the CCSS to be challenging because of how they require students to
demonstrate their knowledge. Jordan observed that the CCSS require students to look for
answers beyond the basic facts and make inferences about the information presented. She
observed:
We are expecting them to look for the things that are not just the factual answers. Have
them infer and things like that. That’s when it comes and it’s a pretty cool thing,
especially for the little ones because they are young and so it’s enlightening. (Interview
#2, June 26, 2017)
Kim found that kindergarten CCSS present a shift from students being required to know
and demonstrate content knowledge to students being required to know and demonstrate content
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knowledge while also being required to explain their thinking or rationales for their work. Kim
stated:
So in the past, the standards said, okay, they have to know this. They have to be able to
do this. But now they have to know those things and be able to explain their thinking.
And I think that metacognitive piece was the biggest shift for our students. I think it’s a
really powerful shift and I think if we can teach students those skills in the primary
grades how amazing that is going to be later on...when it counts for state testing and all of
those things. (Interview #2, April 8, 2017)
Drew believed the CCSS require students be able to apply their knowledge of the
standards in different ways and in different contexts. Drew shared:
I think it’s the depth rather than breadth, I guess is the right word. The fact that each
standard and domain asks teachers and students to go so far in depth into a conceptual
understanding rather than what I experienced [with the previous] state standards for
science and social students. (Interview #2, January 31, 2017)
Ellen saw the kindergarten CCSS as something that cannot be taught and assessed from a
mastery mindset. She believed that the skills and strategies the CCSS are asking of students
require them to be taught and assessed with more of a focus on the processes students use to
derive an answer as opposed to simply giving a correct answer. She shared that the CCSS are
“something we are moving through and it can’t ever be checked off... because it’s going to
continue to spiral back and continue to increase in rigor” (Interview #3, March 21, 2017).

Divergent Perceptions

While the majority of participants perceived the kindergarten CCSS to be academically
challenging, two participants held divergent views. Karen (suburban) and Ashley (urban) held
views contrary to the nine other participants who in some way perceived the kindergarten CCSS
were challenging. Karen was initially concerned the CCSS would be unachievable for
kindergarten students. However, after experiencing the CCSS, she felt they were realistic

139

expectations for student learning that would help drive her instruction. She believed her district’s
use of CCSS-related “I Can” statements make the standards clear to the students, parents, and
teachers and puts a positive view on student achievement. Karen shared:
It’s ‘What can the kids actually do?’ And that’s what your focus is. ‘What can they do?’
as opposed to the ‘What can’t they do?’ So I think it’s a different approach and I think
it’s a more positive approach.” (Interview #3, December 6, 2016)
Ashley held the view that for her population of high-achieving and gifted students, the
kindergarten CCSS are limiting. Ashley uses a CCSS-aligned commercial curriculum and
contends it is not challenging enough for her students. Because of this, Ashley must supplement
the curriculum with appropriately challenging materials. She shared:
[The CCSS-aligned curriculum] has created a lot more work for us because now instead
of having materials ready, we’re again creating more because the Common Core is very
limiting. It doesn’t really have faith in the kids that they can do more. (Interview #2,
January 9, 2017)
Speaking from a completely different perspective is Trisha (suburban). While Trisha’s
perceptions were aligned with other participants regarding the level of academic challenge being
too great for her students, she was alone in her perception that the CCSS are a set of learning
standards created by individuals who lack experience actually teaching kindergarten. After
experiencing the CCSS, she has come to believe they omit much of what kindergarten students
need to learn and experience, such as social and emotional skills, and focus on skills better taught
in future grades. She further described the CCSS as not altogether new, yet she contended that it
is presented as such and is touted as a vast improvement over the previous state standards. Trisha
believed that instead of the kindergarten CCSS being a vehicle for teacher and student growth,
they are a vehicle for accusing teachers of not serving their students. Trisha stated:
I don’t really like [the CCSS]. I’ll be honest. I don’t like it. When it was brought up to us
it wasn’t presented as this is really a way for you to grow and the students to grow, but,
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“You gotta do this! And you gotta do it! And you gotta do it right because we are not
serving these kids.” But I think we have been all along serving the kids. There is still a lot
done in kindergarten that is not in the Common Core and there is a lot in the Common
Core that is best to leave alone for a while. (Interview #2, October 14, 2016)
This section described the first theme that emerged from data analysis, that teachers
perceive the CCSS to be academically challenging for kindergarten students. It examined the
three components of Theme One in detail. It also described three perspectives that diverge from
this theme. The next section will describe Theme Two, the importance teachers place on DAP.

Importance of DAP

Kindergarten teachers’ work rests in two worlds, early childhood education and K-12
education, with each world having a different conceptual guideline that drives instruction. The
concept of developmentally appropriate practice (DAP) is foundational to early childhood
education, whereas the CCSS are foundational to K-12. Prior to exploring the first research
question of this study, the participants were asked to rate the level of importance of DAP to them
and to explain the meaning behind their rating. Across all settings, the teachers shared the
common belief that DAP is important to them and to their work as kindergarten teachers.
Specifically, the teachers perceived the use of DAP as a core belief and that DAP is an essential
element that kindergarten students need to be happy and successful in school.

DAP Core Belief
Seven participants – Charlotte (rural), Jordan (suburban), Trisha (suburban), Ashley
(urban), Kim (urban), Alyssa (charter), and Drew (charter) – cite the use of DAP as a core
philosophical belief in their approach to kindergarten. Charlotte shared that her undergraduate
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training advocated the use of DAP with students. She stated, using DAP “is what I was taught in
school. This is what [kindergarten students] need” (Interview #2, October 13, 2016).
Jordan, who has a bachelor’s degree in early childhood education, believed that young
children learn best through DAP. Jordan noted the significance of DAP in her practice:
I truly believe that learning comes through play. That is the hill that I will die on. Kids
learn through play. They learn social skills, they learn language skills, they learn
emotional skills, how to balance things emotionally through role-play. And the role-play
that they have is hilarious! And you will see kids who don’t have a voice in the
classroom... Just this past year there was a little girl who did not speak much at all. You
put her in free choice, she is giving out roles: she’s the mom, she’s the grandma, she’s
the cook, she’s the waitress, she is everything! And we are like, oh my goodness, look at
her! (Interview #2, June 26, 2017)
Trisha described herself as having a kindergarten mindset, one that informs her
instructional decisions. She shared, “Even though I started off in third grade, I completely have
the kindergarten mentality” (Interview #2, October 14, 2016). She further elaborated:
For myself, I think that I have always tried to come from a developmentally appropriate
point of view. They are little people. I keep reminding myself that two years ago these
people were wearing Pull-Ups all day long. And now I am asking them to do this higher
level stuff and they are crying for their mommas. So I think for me the DAP part is the
easy part. But getting the academics and the assessments...So I do think it’s at odds.
(Interview #2, October 14, 2016)
Ashley (urban) shared, “All my degrees are in early childhood so that’s where my beliefs
lie” (Interview #2, January 9, 2017). In describing why the use of DAP is meaningful to her, she
related:
[It’s] just looking at the kids you teach and remembering that they are human beings. And
that they have the same social/emotional needs as every other child in the world. And if
we are not, if we aren’t using developmentally appropriate practices, we’re really denying
them the steppingstones to being successful adults later. If all we’re ever going to push is,
like. testing and standards and never paying attention to the kids, we’re doing them a very
big disservice. (Interview #3, January 25, 2017)
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Kim (urban) also has a bachelor’s degree in early childhood education. She believed that
DAP are the key to engaging students. She stated, “I believe that developmentally appropriate
practice is the only way we are going to get 5- and 6-year-olds to buy into their education and I
think when kids see learning as fun you can teach them anything” (Interview #3, May 1, 2017).
Alyssa (charter) also described DAP as a foundational belief. She shared, “To my core,
that is my, like...that’s where I stand” (Interview #2, January 22, 2017). Alyssa believed DAP
provides a counterbalance to the academic push she perceives to be taking place in kindergarten.
She shared:
Learning through play is a giant piece that’s missing in a lot of early childhood classes
around the nation and I just think that we’ve kinda lost...the imaginative and creative part
of what is important in the world today. (Interview #2, January 22, 2017)
Drew suggested DAP is meaningful to her and described her efforts to use DAP in her
classroom as “probably my hill to die on, and I’ve been dying on that hill for five years now”
(Interview #2, January 31, 2017). Drew also noted that research supports the use of DAP with
young learners:
[The research] has really led me to want to bring those developmentally appropriate
practices into my content as well as into free time in my classroom because I, it’s just
been supported by research in so many ways that I can’t argue with that. (Interview #3,
February 28, 2017)
This section presented the common perception of six participants who described their use
of DAP in kindergarten as a core belief. The next section depicts the second common
perception, that DAP is an essential element that kindergarten students need to be happy and
successful in school.

DAP Supports School Success
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Six participants – Charlotte (rural), Diane (rural), Karen (suburban), Eva (urban), Drew
(charter), and Ellen (charter) – perceived DAP to be an essential element that kindergarten
students need to be happy and successful in school. Charlotte believed kindergarten should be a
positive experience for children and that when teachers use DAP they create such an experience.
Charlotte also found DAP meaningful because she feels kindergarten should be a time to develop
social and emotional skills. She believed that through DAP she can provide a balance between
the development of social/emotional and academic skills. Charlotte related:
I really try to fit those things in because they need it, you know? Recess is just as
important as learning...reading, math and writing. They need that time to socialize. They
need to know that they can depend on each other for things...I try to give that positive
experience because this is it. If they don’t get a positive experience in kindergarten they
are not going to like the rest of their school years. (Interview #2, October 13, 2016)
Diane (rural) found DAP meaningful because she believes it is through these types of
practices that teachers can connect with children and better teach content in a way that helps
children learn. Diane believed that teaching content using DAP helps children make connections
and helps them retain content better so they can build on it in the future. She thought that
teachers miss out on powerful instructional connections if they do not use DAP. Diane shared:
Kindergarteners and kids at that level, they can learn so much and absorb so much
through play and through song and those kinds of things that we are missing big
opportunities if we don’t use those things to try to get them to make connections and
make it meaningful for them so that they can retain it and build on it as they go on down
the road. (Interview #3, June 15, 2017)
Like Charlotte, DAP is meaningful to Karen (suburban) in that she believed that if what
she is presenting to her students is not developmentally appropriate, they will become so
frustrated they will not develop a love for school. Karen shared, “I just think that if it’s not
developmentally appropriate then the kids are just going to be frustrated and melt on you and
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hate coming to school and you’re just going to create frustrated learners that no longer have a
love for it” (Interview #3, December 5, 2016).
Eva (urban) learned that her students are more eager to attend school when they are given
activities that are developmentally appropriate for them. She has experienced that her students
achieve at higher levels when she is able to incorporate DAP into the mandated curriculum. Eva
shared her experience incorporating DAP with Reading Mastery, a district-mandated reading
intervention program that Eva does not believe is appropriate for kindergarten students. She
shared:
But I think [DAP is] a huge part. I think it makes kids stronger. This past year we pushed
for a lot of those pieces to make sure that we were doing the right things developmentally
for our kids. And our kids’ growth in our classroom was the best it’s been since they
implemented Reading Mastery in our district. But...we didn’t stop using Reading
Mastery, we just started incorporating things that were appropriate for kindergarteners.
(Interview #2, July 20, 2017)
Drew (charter) not only noted that DAP is central to her core beliefs, she also described
DAP as meaningful because she has found that it helps instill a love for school and learning in
her students. She shared:
I want my children to learn, but I think the most important thing is that my children
develop a love for learning and they develop beginnings of a way to access tools and to
access ways to learn for themselves rather than me just forcing them full of information.
So if I’m using developmentally appropriate practice, my kids just have so much fun and
then learning is fun and that’s going to serve them much more and much longer than
anything else I can do for them. (Interview #3, February 28, 2017)
Ellen (charter) described DAP as more important to her personally than it is to her school
leadership; however, she has been able to integrate DAP into her kindergarten classroom. She
was given autonomy to create a daily schedule that incorporated outdoor play, choice, and even
naptime to accommodate her students. Like Drew, Ellen noted the value of research that supports
her use of DAP. Ellen shared:
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First, we were able to switch our schedule up. We have more outdoor play. We have a
field and they are able to use their imagination...we call them creativity tools, that we can
take outside. And I feel like there are a lot of studies I’ve seen that emphasize social
skills, that [children] learn so much through playing. (Interview #2, February 14, 2017)
This section examined Theme Two, the importance of DAP and its two components,
DAP as a core philosophical belief, and DAP as a source of student success and love for school.
The next section presents the third theme that emerged from data analysis, the perceived barriers
to the use of DAP in kindergarten.

Barriers to the Use of DAP

The teachers in this study were not specifically asked to describe the barriers to the use of
DAP in their kindergarten classrooms; however, based on questions that inquired about their
experiences with the use of DAP in their teaching, a third theme emerged: kindergarten teachers
perceive barriers to the use of DAP that they must navigate. All teacher participants perceived
barriers to the use of DAP due to the academic expectations of the CCSS or pressure from
administration. The components are examined in detail in the next sections.

Academic Focus of the CCSS as Barrier

Charlotte (rural), Diane (rural), Jordan (suburban), Karen (suburban), and Eva (urban) all
perceived the academic focus of the CCSS as a barrier to the use of DAP with their students.
Charlotte described her ability to use DAP as a “night and day” difference due to the academic
nature of the CCSS. She stated, “They need to learn these things but there’s also time for play
and for being a kid and learning just the rules of the school” (Interview #2, October 13, 2016).
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Diane (rural) perceived the CCSS have had a negative influence on her ability to
implement DAP due to what the CCSS are asking students to be able to do. Diane observed the
CCSS to be specific and found they must be carefully orchestrated as opposed to the previous
state standards she felt could be addressed through a play-based program. She shared:
Everything is just kind of, got to be organized and orchestrated so we can be sure all of
these things are covered. So I do see that I’ve had to change the way that I approach
things and the amount of time I spend on maybe one book or something or one concept
just because they want you to delve into it so much deeper. (Interview #2, June 13, 2017)
Jordan (suburban) felt that there is a perception that kindergarten teachers must choose to
either teach the CCSS or use DAP. However, she perceived the task of teaching the CCSS using
DAP challenging because the standards themselves are strictly academic without any attention
given to the instruction of social and emotional content. In Jordan’s experience, she believed that
it is up to kindergarten teachers to think and plan creatively to teach the CCSS using DAP. She
believed that teachers must use
creative planning [to] figur[e] out a way that it hits a standard and it nurtures the child, as
well. You know you’ve got to be committed and creative and it’s hard. It’s really hard to
think of ways to make developmentally appropriate practices fit in the model of Common
Core, simply because it’s designed to be strictly academic and there is not a huge
social/emotional piece. (Interview #3, June 28, 2017)
Karen (suburban) contended that the academic content of the CCSS are “right on”
(Interview #3, December 5, 2016) for the kindergarten students she serves; however, she
acknowledged that the CCSS are content heavy. Due to this increased content, Karen cannot
always use DAP as she feels obligated to cover the content assigned to her grade within the time
constraints of the school year. However, Karen attempted to teach the content in the most
developmentally appropriate way in the allowed time. She shared:
The fact of the matter is this world is...it has become academic. So my school district is
doing what my school district needs to do to live in this world that we have created...But I
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don’t think it needs to start in such a strong academic force in kindergarten. I truly don’t.
I think definitely we could become more balanced. I would love to be more balanced in
kindergarten. I do my best to do it, but I also have a lot of expectations and a lot of things
I gotta get in and you get pressed and therefore you get things done, and maybe not in the
way I would have done 10 years ago when I didn’t have these expectations. (Interview
#3, December 5, 2016)

Conversely, Eva did not believe the CCSS are developmentally appropriate for the
students she serves. Like Jordan, she suggested that good teachers must use their expertise to
break the standards into smaller units and teach them in a manner that is developmentally
appropriate for students. Eva said:
I can figure out how to connect [the CCSS and DAP]. But I don’t believe that they are
truly connected to each other. I think that good teachers can figure out... how to
incorporate Common Core into that developmentally appropriate [practice]. I think that
sometimes the Common Core is just too high for where these kids are truly at
developmentally. (Interview #3, August 1, 2017)

Administration Pressure as a Barrier

Charlotte (rural), Karen (suburban), Trisha (suburban), Ashley (urban), Kim (urban),
Alyssa (charter), and Drew (charter) noted that they feel pressure from their administration to
reduce DAP in order to spend more time on academics. Charlotte noted:
It is very important in our school that we are following the Common Core Standards, that
we are doing what we’re supposed to be doing. We’re aligning everything, and they even
have us every month writing down “What did you do? How many weeks did it take?”
(Interview #3, October 20, 2016)
Karen (suburban) currently believes her school is not using DAP as much as students
need. She and her colleagues have had to fight their principal to maintain social centers,
manipulative use, partner work, and play-based learning activities. It was Karen’s perception that
her current principal sees no academic value in such practices and has been advocating the use of
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instructional methods more traditionally found in upper grade levels, such as reading workshop.
She shared, “As kindergarten teachers [we] try really hard to bring that home but the principal is
so curriculum driven that we have a battle quite frankly” (Interview #2, November 17, 2016).
Karen also shared that her principal has a strong desire to become a nationally recognized school
and, therefore, places pressure on kindergarten teachers to focus more time on academic content.
Karen related, “Whenever we say they’re not ready, she says they have to be ready because then
you’re holding up the whole process, like getting them ready for first and then to second. She is
so curriculum driven it is actually insane” (Interview #2, November 17, 2016).
Trisha (suburban) felt pressure from her administration to create a kindergarten program
more aligned with instruction found in first or second grade to set the foundation for college and
career readiness. Trisha shared this anecdote:
I’ve had three, four, five principals at the school I’m at now. And it’s very different under
each one of them. And the principal I have this year, I’ve already had a conversation with
him about what’s acceptable with kindergarten. And he said to me, “I’m depending on
the kindergarten teachers to set the foundation for their college and career readiness.”
Well, I think you can depend on kindergarten teachers to set the foundation to grow as
learners, to see themselves as learners, to learn how to be in school. I think that’s a fair
assumption. (Interview #2, October 14, 2016)
Trisha further described the tension she experiences between practices she knows are beneficial
for her students and the pressure she feels from her principal to use approaches seen in upper
grades. She stated:
[My kitchen set] is pushed in the corner. And then I turn it around when I want it to be a
part of the thing and why should I have to do that? Why isn’t my room big enough so it
can be what it needs to be when we play with it? Why don’t I have the tools that I want?
Why am I forcing...why am I being forced to shove my kids into the slot that the fourth
graders are in? The fifth graders and the third graders? Why do they have to do that? It
doesn’t make sense. (Interview #2, October 14, 2016)
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Ashley (urban) perceived the influence the CCSS have on DAP manifests itself most
through the high-stakes assessments associated with them. Because teachers feel so much
pressure about these tests from the administration, they feel they must push hard on the
curriculum, which in turn can make classrooms a place where DAP cannot be implemented.
Ashley stated:
I think with the Common Core has come with some really high-stakes testing which had
put a lot of pressure on teachers to push and push and push and push, which, you know, is
not appropriate for young children always.” (Interview #3, January 25, 2017)
Kim (urban) perceived an overall shift in the minds of kindergarten teachers that the
CCSS are more important than the use of DAP. She has experienced that teachers who lack the
pedagogical experience or knowledge to successfully merge CCSS and DAP find it difficult to
advocate for their use. Because of this, they fall back on administrative expectations or drop
DAP on their own. Kim believed that
if you don’t have somebody who takes on that challenge and has that kind of background
and that idea [of] how to combine the two pieces and do it well, it’s a big struggle and I
think people scrap the developmentally appropriate practice because of what the
administration wants them to do. (Interview #3, May 1, 2017)
Alyssa (charter) has felt pressure from administration to push academics at the expense of
DAP. She shared, “When it comes from administration they want you to push these, you know,
these standards or practices that our kids aren’t ready for.” Alyssa believed it is up to classroom
teachers to advocate for the use of DAP in kindergarten:
I feel like there’s a big...there’s been a big shift, and a lot of the play, learning through
play has become a thing of the past. And if we do not advocate for our kids it is going to
start to go away and that is really quite sad...but I know that I’m on the right side. I know
I’m on the right side. I think that we need to advocate and try to band together and fight
for what is right for our children and our future because what’s going to happen is we’re
going to see a big change and a huge deficit in critical thinking in the years to come.
(Interview #2, January 22, 2017)
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Drew (charter) described her struggle for the use of DAP within the charter school setting
due to the way leadership conceptualizes its instructional day. She stated:
In my experience it’s been a constant fight for it and a constant lack of support from
every administration I’ve had...Yes. It’s probably my hill to die on and I’ve been dying
on that hill for five years now. I’ve encountered in the two charter schools I’ve worked
in, and I know this is more widespread among many but not all charter schools, a model
that is not developmentally appropriate. I think fundamentally the length of the charter
school day for kindergarteners is not developmentally appropriate. (Interview #2, January
31, 2017
Ellen (charter) has found that she has to advocate for the use of DAP with her
administration. Ellen perceived her administrators do not see the same value in free choice, play,
or recess as they do in discussion-based activities or direct ELA curriculum instruction such as
explicit writing instruction. About her advocacy for DAP such as recess, free choice, or direct
play, she stated, “I feel like maybe this is just me. I feel like... you kinda have to argue...you have
to argue for them a little bit more so” (Interview #2, February 14, 2017).

Divergent Perspectives

Four teachers, Ashley (urban), Kim (urban), Drew (charter) and Ellen (charter),
maintained that they do not perceive a barrier in their use of DAP because of the adoption of the
CCSS. Although Ashley teaches students who are high achieving or academically talented, she
saw that they actually need more opportunities to play and learn social skills than their nongifted peers. Her administrator has given her a high level of discretion in her practice that gives
her the freedom to address her students’ needs. In describing her perspective of the influence the
CCSS has on DAP, she stated:
I don’t think that [the CCSS] really has any impact on it. But then again, I have a little
more freedom. People that have to teach everything the same, with fidelity, with no other
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time in the day, I can see how that would hinder the use of DAP. (Interview #2, January
9, 2017)
Like Ashley, Kim (urban) did not experience a barrier using DAP in her current teaching
position; however, this was not always the case. Kim began her teaching career as a preschool
teacher and recalled how that year was steeped in DAP such as free play and oral language
games. Her second year of teaching she was transferred to kindergarten and was required to
teach according to the Reading First methodology. She found that approach at odds with her
background. Kim recalled:
When I moved into kindergarten... at a Reading First school...it felt really bad because I
was drilling and killing students for 45 minutes at a time. We didn’t have science or
social studies and we didn’t have any time for play. And it felt really bad for me,
knowing my background. (Interview #2, April 8, 2017)
Kim believed that her ability to use DAP since the CCSS adoption is influenced by her teaching
experience and her confidence in her abilities to teach the standards both rigorously and in a
developmentally appropriate manner. She described feeling confident after receiving positive
evaluations from her administrators and perceived the impact of the CCSS on DAP as an
exciting professional challenge. In describing how she has maintained the use of DAP she
shared:
I think me feeling confident in my teaching and the understanding of where kids were
supposed to be helped me to develop that balance of rigor and realizing that kids are five
and six. I think once I became non-probationary in my district and was a little bit more
confident in my capabilities, and I had good evaluations from my principal and assistant
principals...my confidence built [and I knew] that I could really teach standards.
(Interview #2, April 8, 2017)
She further elaborated, “When I learn something new, or a new piece of the standards, how to go
deeper within a standard, it becomes a challenge for me and I really like that” (Interview #3,
May 1, 2017).
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While Drew (charter) acknowledged that she has struggled to maintain the use of DAP in
her classroom, she perceived the CCSS have a positive impact on her ability to use DAP due to
the focus the CCSS have on depth of knowledge over breadth of knowledge. Because of this,
Drew felt more freedom to allow her students to play or engage in other DAP because they allow
her students to practice their skills in a variety of contexts and in different ways. Drew did not
believe the CCSS and DAP are incompatible; instead, she perceived the CCSS have “made me
more comfortable with being able to let my children play...and just be kids but also working
towards these rigorous standards” (Interview #3, February 28, 2017).
Ellen (charter), too, has had to advocate for the use of DAP with her administration; she,
like Drew, perceived the CCSS to have a positive impact in teachers’ abilities to use DAP,
especially in mathematics. In the past, Ellen felt students did not have any choice in how they
solved problems. With the CCSS, she sees that students are given many tools to problem solve,
which Ellen perceives to be more developmentally appropriate. She stated that “before...there
wasn’t as much autonomy and there wasn’t as much choice, and the strateg[ies] [weren’t]
necessarily aligned with where the student was currently” (Interview #3, March 21, 2017).
This section described Theme Three: barriers to the use of DAP. It examined the two
barriers perceived by participants, the challenging academic content of the CCSS and
administrative pressure to reduce the use of DAP. This section also presented a divergent
perception held by four participants. The next section examines teacher responses to Research
Question 1 in detail.

Responses to Research Question 1 by School Setting
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Research Question 1 asked, “What are kindergarten teachers’ perceptions of the Common
Core State Standards (CCSS) and their influence on developmentally appropriate practices?” The
teachers were asked to address this question during Interview #3. Data were analyzed looking
for themes that ran through all 11 participants. Of the 11 participants, nine perceived the CCSS
to have a negative influence on the use of DAP. Responses were mostly aligned by school
setting. This section describes teacher perspectives by school setting in detail.

Rural

Charlotte and Diane perceived the CCSS to have a negative influence on the use of DAP.
Charlotte felt that the CCSS make it difficult to implement DAP due to the pressure and high
degree of accountability the administration places on teachers to follow the CCSS. Charlotte
shared that the administration is
making sure our school’s scores don’t go down...They want the school to look good, so
they bring it down on us, so we have to follow this, and this is protocol and then you feel
like you’re being watched when you’re doing it. And when you don’t do it you feel bad
when you’re not doing it. Sometimes I honestly feel that like I’m a bad teacher.
(Interview #3, October 20, 2016)
Diane perceived that the CCSS have had a negative influence on her ability to implement DAP
due to what the CCSS are asking students to be able to do. Diane perceived the CCSS to be
specific and found that they must be carefully orchestrated as opposed to the previous state
standards that could be addressed through a more play-based program. She shared:
We used to be able to deliver content just kind of in a natural way. Now we are not so
able to do that because of some of the things that they want kids to learn and know. So
we kind of have to orchestrate it and so that takes away from some of the
developmentally appropriate part of it. (Interview #3, June 15, 2017)

Suburban
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Jordan, Karen, and Trisha perceived the CCSS to have a negative influence on the use of
DAP. Jordan found the task of teaching the CCSS using DAP challenging because the standards
themselves are strictly academic without any attention given to the instruction of
social/emotional content. She feared that teachers feel they must choose to teach the CCSS or use
DAP and cannot find a way to incorporate both. In her own practice, she has found that through
creative planning she can do both, but she finds it challenging.
Karen perceived the CCSS to be developmentally appropriate for kindergarten students
but noted that the CCSS are content heavy. Due to this increased content, Karen may not always
use DAP when teaching due to time constraints. She does not have administration
micromanaging her instruction, but she knows that she was hired to comply with the curriculum;
therefore, she feels obligated to cover the content assigned to her grade but tried to teach it in the
most DAP way she can, sharing, “We soften [the curriculum] as much as we can without conflict
with administration” (Interview #3, December 5, 2016).
Trisha stated, “I think that the Common Core Standards are like No Child Left Behind, a
good idea in theory” (Interview #3, November 11, 2017). Trisha saw the CCSS theoretically as a
good idea in that it attempts to raise standards for all students across the country; however, she
perceived its execution as negative, especially how it has impacted individual districts and
teachers.

Urban

Ashley, Eva, and Kim perceived that if not carefully implemented, the CCSS can
negatively influence the use of DAP. Ashley saw the influence the CCSS has had on DAP
manifest itself most through the high-stakes assessments associated with them. She contended
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that because teachers feel so much pressure about these tests, they feel they must push hard on
the curriculum, which can make classrooms a place in which DAP cannot be implemented.
Ashley noted, “I think that’s what I see is their biggest input, is everyone is stressed out about
meeting these goals and meeting these standards and the test scores and the test scores. And then
all the fun goes out of the classroom” (Interview #3, January 25, 2017).
Eva did not believe the CCSS are developmentally appropriate for kindergarten students,
sharing, “I don’t believe that they are truly connected to each other” (Interview #3, August 1,
2017). However, she believed that good teachers can figure out a way to break the standards
down and make them and the methods they use to teach them developmentally appropriate for
students. She contended that “good teachers can figure out...how to incorporate Common Core
into that developmentally appropriate [practice] as opposed to where other... teachers feel like
Common Core’s the way to go and don’t always focus on [what’s] developmental” (Interview
#3).
Kim perceived the impact of the CCSS on DAP as an exciting professional challenge.
She said she has enjoyed learning more about the standards and how she can approach them from
a DAP mindset. She did perceive a shift in the field in that the CCSS are more important than the
use of DAP. She said, “I do think that overall with the implementation of Common Core
Standards there has been a huge shift that developmentally appropriate practice isn’t looked at as
important as the Common Core piece” (Interview #3, May 1, 2017).

Charter

Unlike teachers from the other school settings, teachers from charter schools were not in
total alignment with their perceptions regarding the influence the CCSS have on the use of DAP.
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Drew and Ellen perceived that the CCSS have a positive influence, whereas Alyssa contended
the CCSS have had a negative influence.
Drew observed the CCSS have a positive impact on her ability to use DAP due to the
focus the CCSS have on depth of knowledge over breadth of knowledge. Because of this, Drew
feels more freedom to allow her students to play or engage in other DAP because it allows her
students to practice their skills in a variety of contexts and in different ways. Drew did not
believe the CCSS and DAP were incompatible. She shared:
[With the CCSS] there are less things that I have to teach my children, but I have to teach
them better. What I see is that I have to teach my children how to access this information
and apply these skills in so many different ways and in so many different environments
instead of just mastering something, checking something off a very long list…[S]o I see
that they are working on developing their skill in that standard when they’re playing and
that comes about authentically without me pushing...I see math at play... I see them acting
out books that we’ve read, so I see literacy happening. And if you go in the Common
Core Standards, everything I’ve just described you can find a standard that fits what
they’re doing. So I think that it’s made me more comfortable with being able to be to let
my children play...and just be kids but also working towards these rigorous standards.
(Interview #3, February 28, 2017)
Ellen perceived the CCSS to have a positive impact in teachers’ abilities to use DAP in
mathematics in particular. In the past, students did not have any choice in how they solved
problems. With the CCSS, students are given many tools to problem solve, which Ellen sees as
more developmentally appropriate. Ellen noted that “in terms of math, I feel like it offers more
support and actually is developmentally appropriate for them because they get a multitude of
tools in order to solve problems” (Interview #3, March 21, 2017).
Alyssa suggested the CCSS have a negative impact on teachers’ abilities to use DAP due
to the pressure the administration places on teachers to have kindergarten students achieve at
high levels. Alyssa believed that it is up to kindergarten teachers to advocate for the use of DAP

157

in their teaching as well as to demand the CCSS be revised to be more developmentally
appropriate, stating:
I think Common Core should start putting things in there [that are] developmentally
appropriate, but who knows if that will ever happen. As long as we, as educators,
advocate for our students and want what’s best for students, I think that’s where we will
start to see that change happen. (Interview #3, March 5, 2017)
This section explored the responses to Research Question 1 by school setting. The next
section discusses responses to Research Question 1 by student population.

Responses to Research Question 1 by Student Population

The previous section examined responses to Research Question 1 across all 11 teacher
participants as well as responses to the research questions by school setting. As noted, analysis
showed the majority of the participants perceived the CCSS to negatively impact their use of
DAP; however, there was not total consensus among participants.
To thoroughly parse the data, participants were grouped based on their students’
demographic data, as identified in Chapter 4, “Focused Life Histories and School Contexts.”
Data were once again examined to see if perspectives aligned among teachers who serve similar
student populations. Demographic data fell into four categories: high ELL population (over
10%), high-poverty population (over 50%), high ELL and high-poverty (over 10% and over
50%, respectively), and low-poverty population (less than 25%). Appendix E outlines participant
and student demographic categories. This section examines the research question once again and
discusses the perceptions of teachers working in each demographic group. As participants’
significant statements have already been represented in previous sections, this section provides a
summary of the teachers’ perceptions as they are related to Research Question 1.
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High Poverty

Teachers working with high-poverty students have split perceptions regarding the
influence the CCSS have on the use of DAP. One teacher from the rural setting perceived a
negative influence due to the content of the CCSS, while two participants from the charter setting
perceived a positive influence, giving them instructional opportunities to use DAP. It should be
noted that although the teachers from the charter setting teach in different staes, their charter
schools are a part of the same national CMO.

ELL and High-Poverty ELL

Teachers working with ELL and high-poverty ELL students perceived the CCSS have a
negative influence on the use of DAP in kindergarten. Reasons for this perception varied and
included the belief the CCSS are not developmentally appropriate in and of themselves, the
academic focus of the CCSS, and administrative pressure to focus solely on academics to
improve future test scores.

Low Poverty

Teachers working with low-poverty students do not have similar perceptions of the
impact the CCSS have had on the use of DAP. One teacher perceived the high-stakes tests
associated with the CCSS resulted in the decrease in the use of DAP, while the other believed the
academic content impacted the use of DAP.
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This section offered a summary of teacher perceptions of Research Question 1 by student
population served. The next section examines teacher perceptions of Research Question 1 by
teaching experience.

Responses to Research Question 1 by Teaching Experience

The previous section examined teacher responses to Research Question 1 by student
population served to see what, if any, alignment of perceptions existed. This section offers a final
examination of the data by teaching experience. Based on information shared during Interview
#1, the teachers were grouped by teaching experience: those teaching prior to the implementation
of the CCSS and those teaching since its adoption (see Appendix F). As in the previous section, a
summary of teacher responses is offered.

Post-CCSS Adoption Teaching Experience

Three teachers have taught exclusively under the CCSS. These teachers do not perceive
the CCSS to have negatively impacted their discretion. One participant noted that her
administration is supportive of her instructional decisions. Another participant did not believe the
CCSS and teacher discretion are related. Two teachers perceived the academic nature of the
CCSS made it challenging for teachers to use DAP, whereas a third teacher believed the
opposite.

Pre-CCSS Adoption Teaching Experience

Seven of eight teachers who had taught prior to the adoption of the CCSS all perceived,
in some way, that the CCSS negatively impact the use of the DAP in kindergarten. Reasons for
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this perception varied. Responses included administrative pressure to increase academic content,
the academic content load of the CCSS, and a misconception that DAP should be dropped in
favor of a sole focus on CCSS content. Only one teacher, with eight years of teaching
experience, observed that the CCSS have a positive impact on her use of DAP.
This section offered a summary of the teachers’ perceptions of Research Question 1 by
teaching experience. The next section provides a summary of the findings for Research Question
1.
Summary of Findings: Research Question 1

Three themes related to the CCSS and DAP emerged from data analysis: teachers
perceived the CCSS to be academically challenging, the high degree of importance teachers
place on the use of DAP with their students, and the experience of barriers to the implementation
of DAP. This section provides a summary of these themes as well as a summary of responses to
Research Question 1.

Theme One: CCSS Are Academically Challenging

Theme One, the CCSS are academically challenging, was a perception held by nine of 11
participants (see Appendix R). Participant responses fell into three components: the CCSS
require depth of thinking, the CCSS have content that is challenging for kindergarten age
students, and the CCSS require students to demonstrate their knowledge in ways that are
challenging.
The first component, the CCSS require students to think deeply, consisted of two
common perceptions. The first, that the CCSS establish a level of instructional rigor for the
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country, was a perception of three teachers. The second perception that the CCSS require
students to think critically and conceptually was held by four participants.
The second component of Theme One, the CCSS content makes the CCSS academically
challenging, is a perception held by five participants. These teachers perceive the CCSS to
contain content that is too rigorous and challenging for kindergarten-age students to achieve.
The third component of Theme One, the CCSS require students to demonstrate their
knowledge in ways that are challenging, is a perception held by four participants. These
participants note that the CCSS ask students to show and explain what they know and how they
know it as opposed to simply reciting facts.
Two teachers hold a perspective that does not align with the other participants. One
perceived the CCSS to be limiting to the high-achieving and gifted students she serves. The
second contended the content of the CCSS is appropriate for the affluent students she serves.

Theme Two: Importance of DAP

Theme Two, that DAP is important, was a perception held by all 11 participants. The
reasons for this perception fell into two components: DAP is a core philosophical belief and the
use of DAP is an essential element that kindergarten students need to be happy and successful in
school. DAP as a core philosophical belief was held by seven of 11 participants. These teachers
all described the use of DAP as the cornerstone and a non-negotiable element to their practice for
which they actively advocate. The perception that DAP is an essential element that kindergarten
students need to be happy and successful in school was held by six of 11 participants. These
teachers believe that it is through the use of DAP that students learn to love school as well as
grow academically.
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Theme Three: Barriers in the Use of DAP

A third theme related to Research Question 1 was the barriers that teachers perceive in
the use DAP. Perceptions about the barriers fell into two components: the academic expectations
of the CCSS reduce the opportunities to use DAP and pressure from the administration to focus
more on those academic expectations and less on DAP. Five of 11 participants perceived the
content of the CCSS limits their ability to use DAP. Eight of 11 participants suggested that
administrators place pressure on teachers to focus on academics, which limits the use of DAP.

Responses to Research Question 1

Research Question 1 sought to understand the impact the CCSS have on the use of DAP.
Nine of 11 participants perceived the CCSS negatively impacted their use of DAP. Teachers
from rural, suburban, and urban settings all noted the negative impact the CCSS have on the use
of DAP. Teachers from charter schools did not hold similar perceptions. One teacher contended
the CCSS have a negative influence on the use of DAP, whereas two teachers identified the
CCSS positively influenced the use of DAP in their classrooms.
Responses to Research Question 1 were examined by student population served. Teachers
who worked with ELL, ELL and high-poverty, and low poverty students perceived the CCSS
negatively impacted their use of DAP in kindergarten. Teachers who worked with high-poverty
students did not hold similar perceptions. One teacher who worked in a high-poverty school
suggested the CCSS negatively impacted the use of DAP, whereas two teachers who worked in
high-poverty schools perceived the opposite.
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Responses to Research Question 1 were examined by years of teaching experience. Eight
of the nine participants who taught prior to the implementation of the CCSS perceived the CCSS
to negatively influence the use of DAP. Teachers who had only taught under the CCSS did not
hold similar perceptions. Two perceived the CCSS have a negative influence on the use of DAP,
whereas one teacher did not.
This chapter explored in detail the three themes related to the CCSS and DAP that
emerged from data analysis: teachers perceived the CCSS to be academically challenging, the
high degree of importance teachers placed on the use of DAP with their students, and barriers to
the use of DAP. This chapter also discussed teachers’ responses to Research Question 1. The
next chapter examines a fourth theme that emerged from data analysis and responses related to
Research Question 2.

CHAPTER 6
SIGNIFICANCE OF DISCRETION

This chapter explores in detail the fourth major theme that emerged from data analysis:
the value teachers place on discretion in their practice. This chapter will also discuss teacher
responses to Research Question 2: “What are kindergarten teachers’ perceptions of the impact
the CCSS have had on teacher discretion regarding curriculum and instruction in the
kindergarten classroom?”

Importance of Teacher Discretion in Practice

All 11 teacher participants rated discretion as important to them and to their practice.
Their reasons for this importance fell into two components: the lack of discretion in previous or
current teaching positions and beliefs about who is best qualified to make instructional decisions
for students. This section will examine the two components in detail.

Experience with Lack of Discretion

Diane (rural), Charlotte (rural), Trisha (suburban), Kim (urban), and Drew (charter)
shared the experience of not having discretion in their practice and how that has influenced their
perspective on its importance to them. Diane’s school is currently in a state of leadership
transition. Her previous administrator gave her discretion to implement the adopted commercial
curriculum as she saw fit. However, Diane perceived her current administration as exerting

165

authority over teacher discretion as a way to wipe out past practice and assert authority. She
stated:
I would say for the majority of my career, for like probably 17 years of my career, I had
complete choice and complete buy-in with what I choose to do...Under this new
administration then, we are not having the autonomy that we had before. We... get
assessed all the time, you know? Like I’ve had somebody in my room 27 times in the
school year. You know, watching me teach and leaving notes. I’m to the point in my
career where I am ready to just kind of like... buck the system, if I want to say it that way,
I guess. (Interview #2, June 13, 2017)
Charlotte (rural) noted that she does have some flexibility to veer from standard
curriculum, but lately, she said she must justify it to administration. She does not necessarily feel
that the administration trusts teachers to make their own instructional decisions. She shared:
It is hard to [have] that discretion when we have to follow the Common Core and
administration is making, wanting to make sure that it’s being followed, and when they
see that is not being done, they question, “Why are you doing that? You should be doing
this.” I want what’s best for my kids, but we also have to pull through on this Common
Core. (Interview #2, October 13, 2016)
Trisha (suburban) has experienced a reduction in discretion from when she first started
teaching kindergarten. She noted that when she was transferred to kindergarten from third grade,
she was given total discretion to design the entire kindergarten program and described a
conversation she had with her principal at that time:
I felt when I got moved to kindergarten I got no guidance or accountability because I had
no one guiding. The principal moved me, and I said, “What’s the curriculum?”
“Whatever you want it to be!” “Well, what’s the schedule supposed to look like?” “Well,
you decide the schedule!” (Interview #2, October 14, 2016)
However, since that time, Trisha has experienced a drastic decline in discretion, so much so that
when asked about discretion in her teaching practice she deadpanned, “No, we don’t have that”
(Interview #2, October 14, 2016). She lamented that she did not realize how important discretion
was to her until it was taken away. She perceived the reduction in discretion as the result of the
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administration’s belief that teachers are the cause of student low performance on achievement
measures. She shared, “My feeling in my district right now is that [the] district feels that they
need to tell us what to do because clearly we are not doing the job. And if we were doing the job,
these kids would come out different” (Interview #2, October 14, 2016).
Kim (urban) enjoyed a great deal of discretion in her current teaching situation; however,
this was not always the case. Kim taught kindergarten in a neighboring district that used the
Reading First approach to literacy instruction, a highly prescriptive approach that emerged
during the NCLB era. Kim found with Reading First that she had no discretion and that the
teaching methods espoused were incongruent with her early childhood education background. Of
that experience, she recalled:
We had tons of instructional coaches from the district level and sometimes assistant
superintendents and the superintendent herself would come into our classrooms. And if
we were not on the same page in our manual as our teammates across the hall, we
actually were in trouble... I had to teach with a clicker, like a dog, like a pet clicker…so
we would have a text in front of the kindergarteners and they could not read until I
clicked the dog clicker. It was horrifying. (Interview #2, April 8, 2017)
Kim found this experience untenable, and when the opportunity to move to her current position
became available, she took it and used that experience to inform her work and her relationship
with her current principal. Today, Kim works collaboratively with her principal to create an
instructionally challenging, yet developmentally appropriate, kindergarten program. As team
lead, she said she enjoys full discretion in planning instruction and guiding her fellow
teammates. She shared:
I have a really deep understanding of where kindergarteners should be and where they
should be going, so I tend to take on a lot of the planning. But we do sit down together
and say, “What do you think the standards mean and how are we going to use our
curriculum?” (Interview #2, April 8, 2017).
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Drew (charter) has also experienced complete lack of discretion in her teaching practice.
During her first two years of teaching, Drew worked at a charter school whose leader employed
highly prescriptive pedagogical methods and organizational structures, from curriculum that had
to be delivered in lock-step unison to the mandated placement of items on teachers’ desks. It did
not take long for Drew to feel completely disempowered by the strict control the school leader
exerted over her teachers. She shared, “I had zero teacher discretion. If there was negative, I had
negative...It was very disempowering” (Interview #2, January 31, 201). Also at this time, Drew
was attending classes to earn her teaching license. Her coursework was focused on practices such
as guided reading and balanced literacy; however, she was unable to implement these practices
for fear of being fired on the spot if caught. Drew recalled that she made it nearly three-quarters
of the school year complying with her leader’s mandates until one day she had simply had
enough. She said:
Then I just said F it and did whatever I wanted. I think I realized I wasn’t going to get
fired on the spot because my kids were doing OK for a first-year teacher. And there was
no one to fill that spot and also there was much chaos going on at that school. No one was
coming into my room, so I did start implementing guided reading and stopped doing all
the worksheets. But it never got to a point where it was remotely resembling the way kids
should learn. It just couldn’t at that school. (Interview #2, January 31, 2017)
This environment propelled Drew to look for a position in a school that allowed her discretion.
In her current position, she enjoys much more discretion due the results she gets on student
achievement measures and her ability to manage her students. Drew related, “Once you prove
you can get certain scores and you can get your kids to a certain level, it’s much more hands off.
So I’ve been told outright that I can just do whatever I want and I like it that way” (Interview #2,
January 31, 2017).
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Instructional Decision Making

Jordan (suburban), Karen (suburban), Ashley (urban), Eva (urban), Alyssa (charter), and
Ellen (charter) shared the perception that teachers are in the best position to make instructional
decisions on behalf of their students based on the knowledge they have working with them day in
and day out in the classroom setting. This perception informed the importance they placed on
discretion in their own practice. Jordan said she is allowed to take the mandated curriculum and
make it interesting and accessible to her students, using the tools and resources available to her.
She believed she is allowed that level of discretion because her principals trust that any
modifications she makes to the curriculum are due to what she knows is best for her students.
She related:
They trust us to make sure that they are prepared for first grade and we’re hitting the
standards, hitting the letter to law. And doing it the way that we know best for our
kids…The trust comes from that they were teachers and they understand... They have a
respect and a trust for us to know... what we are doing and that we have our kids’ best
interest at heart. (Interview #3, June 28, 2017)
Karen (suburban) acknowledged that since her district is so very driven by the CCSS, she
is limited in the amount of discretion she has over the content she is mandated to teach.
However, Karen felt she does have discretion over how she uses the instructional resources she is
provided and is not bound to use them in any specific manner. Karen stated:
I don’t ever feel like somebody has a microscope over me or that they are coming in and
checking up on me. I feel really trusted and respected for the most part as a professional
in regard to implementing it and doing what I need to do as a teacher. (Interview #2,
November 1, 2016)
Like Jordan, Ashley (urban) enjoyed the discretion she has in her practice and values the
input and support she receives from her principal. She believes that the instructional decisions
she makes for her students in her class should stand but suggested that having complete control
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of all aspects of teaching and learning is not sustainable or best practice. Ashley appreciated that
her principal treats her as a professional, one who is qualified to make decisions about her
instruction. She shared, “Everybody [at my school] is treated like a professional. It’s like the
counselor, you are the expert at this...we’re going to listen to you. For me, ‘it’s you’re the expert
in kindergarten. We’re going to listen to you.’ And that’s how our school kinda runs” (Interview
#2, p. 10. 349-351).
Discretion is important to Eva (urban) because she feels that, as the classroom teacher,
she is best positioned to make instructional decisions on behalf of her students because she
knows them best. She further believes that the result of having discretion is instruction that is
tailored to her students’ needs. Eva noted:
Not every student is going to need the exact same thing and I think if you are not able to
look at every student differently... it’s just... generic. I’m just going to go come in here
and teach generically. You don’t always hit all the kids. So having my own discretion [in]
my classroom of what needs to happen in my classroom, I feel like it is super important
because I know my kids. (Interview #3, August 1, 2017)
Alyssa’s (charter) experience teaching English language learners informed her belief in
the importance of teacher discretion. While teaching young language learners, she learned that
not all teaching practices or learning outcomes were appropriate for them. She found that she had
to start her instruction where they were rather than where they were supposed to be and therefore
had to modify aspects of the curriculum. As an experienced teacher, Alyssa had the background
to determine her students’ strengths and challenges. She saw it as her role to advocate for
practices and content suitable for her students. She stated, “It’s really important for the teacher to
be in charge of that and to make those types of decisions...teaching for this many years, it’s a
little bit easier for me to...be able to determine that” (Interview #3, March 5, 2017).
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Ellen (charter) believed that, as the teaching professional in the school who spends the
most time with her students, she is best positioned to determine how she delivers the mandated
curriculum to her students. She shared:
I like the opportunity to choose what I think is best for my students. Ultimately, I spend
the most time with them than anyone in the building. During the school year I spend
more time with them than their parents. And so obviously it’s a huge role and huge
responsibility. (Interview #3, March 21, 2017)
This section examined Theme Four, the importance of discretion in practice. It described
the two different components of the theme: the lack of discretion in past or current teaching
positions and the perception that teachers are best equipped to make instructional decisions for
their students. The next section will explore teachers’ responses to Research Question 2.

Responses to Research Question 2 by School Setting
Research Question 2 asked, “What are kindergarten teachers’ perceptions of the impact
that the CCSS have had on teacher discretion regarding curriculum and instruction in the
kindergarten classroom.” Five of 11 participants perceived the CCSS have a negative influence
on their discretion. This section describes the teachers’ perspectives by school setting.

Rural

Charlotte and Diane explicitly stated that they perceive the CCSS to negatively impact
the amount of discretion they currently have in their kindergarten classrooms. Charlotte’s
perception was that the CCSS have had a negative impact on teacher discretion because CCSS
are required. Additionally, she perceived the CCSS have a great deal of content that must be
covered in one school year. Charlotte noted that if teachers do not cover the required CCSS
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content, the students will have gaps in their knowledge as they move up to first grade. She
noted, the CCSS are “something you have to have done and you only have so many days in a
school year, that if you do miss out on it, you really do miss out on a lot” (Interview #3, October
20, 2016).
Like Charlotte, Diane’s perception was that the CCSS have had a negative impact on
teacher discretion due to the fact that CCSS are required of teachers. Diane perceived the CCSS
to not be wholly developmentally appropriate for kindergarten students and maintained that
kindergarten students deserve learning opportunities that are kid-friendly and fun. Diane
described feeling forced to teach things now that she had not thought to be appropriate for
kindergarten-age students in the past. She said she has attempted to creatively work activities she
feels are appropriate into her instruction; however, she finds this a challenge. She reflected on an
exchange with her director of education:
I think some teachers kind of still go with what they think is best for kids, which I don’t
think is a bad thing...so some of the things you want to do like, with a theme or
something, and you know, the director of education will be like, “Well, what standard are
you covering for that?” I’m like, “I don’t know, the standard that kids want to have fun
once in a while!” (Interview #3, June 15, 2017)

Suburban

Jordan, Karen, and Trisha had different perceptions about how much their discretion is
impacted by the CCSS, but all noted that the CCSS do influence the amount of discretion they
have in their current positions. Jordan perceived the impact as challenging to maintain but
something that she has been able to retain due to careful planning with her teaching team and the
support she gets from her building administrators. Both of Jordan’s principals are former
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classroom teachers who understand the job’s challenges. About her ability to maintain
discretion, she stated:
It is just about, you know, working with your team. Luckily, we have a great
administration in our building so there is not necessarily that tug of war or that power
struggle of, “You have to do this because that is what Central [Office] is telling you to
do.” It’s more of, “What do you think is best for your kids?” So I appreciate that.
(Interview #3, June 28, 2017)
Karen noted that since her district is so very driven by the CCSS that she is limited in the
amount of discretion she has over the content she is mandated to teach. However, Karen did feel
she has discretion over how she uses the instructional resources she is provided and is not bound
to use them in any specific manner. Karen was not particularly bothered by the influence the
CCSS have had on curricular mandates as she believes the CCSS are based on what experts have
deemed important for kindergarten students to know and accomplish. She contended the CCSS
give her both a rationale and structure for teaching, and in her setting, the CCSS are achievable
for her students. Karen shared:
I’m the person who needs that structure and I’m the one who is always asking why. I
need to know why I am doing this. If you can answer that question, then I’m happy to do
it. And I feel like the Common Core gives me the why because experts out there decided
that this is what kids in this age frame need to know. I’m trusting that. I don’t really think
anything [the CCSS] are asking is really...in my environment, that it is out of what
[students] can actually achieve. Now, we’re also talking about an environment where [I]
do have parents [who] are supporting me. If I did not have that it may not be as
achievable. (Interview #3, December 6, 2016)
Trisha perceived the CCSS to have a negative impact on her discretion. She stated, “I
think it takes a lot of it away because there is so much to cover and so much you have to do”
(Interview #3, November 11, 2016). Throughout Trisha’s teaching career, she said she has seen
her discretion reduced as a result of her school being designated a “failing school,” and the
administration responding with instructional mandates she feels tells “me everything I’ve
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prepared for, everything that I’ve learned, doesn’t count” (Interview #3, November 11, 2016).
She recognized that her school was deemed a failing school due to poor scores on high-stakes
tests, but she in no way saw her school as failing children or her students as failures. She felt
that if research suggests students’ success in school is strongly correlated to the relationship they
have with their teachers, then perhaps the focus on student data and test scores is misplaced.
Trisha shared, “The new principal [thinks] that we’re doing something wrong. We must be, or
we wouldn’t be in the position we are in” (Interview #3, November 11, 2016).

Urban

Urban teachers did not have aligned perceptions regarding the impact the CCSS have on
discretion. Ashley and Kim perceived the CCSS to have little impact in their discretion, whereas
Eva expressed the opposite. In her work, Ashley was expected to use a mandated planning
framework, but she had complete discretion in selecting the content. Ashley acknowledged that
her setting is different from other schools in that her school does not have extensive commercial
curriculum they are required to follow. Regarding her experience transitioning from state
learning standards to the CCSS and her perceptions of discretion, she said:
I still had to go through the [CCSS] training and I had to learn the unpacking and rewrite
our unit plans and stuff like that. But I wasn’t told this is exactly what you have to do. So
that was the part that I didn’t have control over, but what I put in them was up to me. So,
and I know that’s not the case everywhere, it’s more what I’ve seen and heard, is a lot of
schools didn’t just say, “Here are the standards, make your units.” It was, “Here are the
standards and now we’ve purchased a curriculum that’s aligned to these standards and
you’re going to teach it with fidelity to meet all the standards. You’re not allowed to do
everything else.” (Interview #3, January 25, 2017)
Kim felt that she currently has discretion in her teaching. She did not believe the CCSS in
and of themselves reduce or expand teacher discretion; instead, she felt it is the principal’s views
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on instruction and the mandated curriculum that have more of an impact on the amount of
discretion a teacher has with instruction. She said, “I don’t know actually the two even go hand
in hand because I think...I almost think your administration and your curriculum kind of feed into
that equation” (Interview #3, May 1, 2017). Kim’s perspective on discretion was informed by
her experience of having limited discretion in her previous position versus the discretion she has
in her current position. In both positions, she said the administration either suppressed or
supported her level of discretion. She stated:
I feel coming from [my previous position], where nothing was autonomous, I was a little
robot scripted teacher. [Now] I have administration in [my current position] that believes
strongly that the standards are our curriculum and any way we need to get to those
standards is appropriate. So I am able to supplement my lessons or use the districtadopted curriculum. So I still feel like even though the Common Core Standards are very
clear on what needs to happen in kindergarten, I feel like I have a lot of different ways to
get there...I feel lucky with the administration that I have that I have been able to kinda
do things the way that I’ve wanted to in my classroom as long as I can articulate the
standard I am working on and as long as my students are showing growth with that
standard. (Interview #3, May 1, 2017)
Eva held the opposite perspective of Ashley and Kim. Eva perceived the CCSS to have
taken away some teacher discretion due to curricular mandates that the administration places on
teachers. Eva shared, “I think [the CCSS have] taken away some of those pieces of teacher
discretion because, I think, especially the superintendents and the administrators all coming in
and harping on, ‘This is what we have to get done. This is what we need’” (Interview #3, August
1, 2017). Eva believes that the CCSS are best addressed when teachers have the discretion to use
materials and methods that work for their students.
Eva’s school district recently hired a new superintendent who believes in teacher
discretion and who is attempting to shift building principals from using an authoritarian to a
collaborative management style and give more freedom to teachers to make instructional
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decisions. Eva’s kindergarten team, frustrated with mandated curriculum they felt was not
developmentally appropriate, took advantage of this situation and pushed back on some
curricular mandates, modifying them and making them more accessible for their students. As a
result, they found that changing their instructional approach to the CCSS yielded higher
achievement results. She stated:
We fully pushed for things last year and we had the highest growth that the kindergarten
had in the last four years and that is because we pushed for the teacher discretion and we
are looking at the state standards and all of those pieces. We needed to do what was best
for our kids and not what was best for the test or what was best for the kids from last year
or best for the [CCSS]. We are still hitting the [CCSS] but not in the expected way of the
district. We did it in a different way and we had huge growth from it... you have to look
at...the [CCSS] and intertwine them with teacher discretion. (Interview #3, August 1,
2017)

Charter

Charter school teachers did not have aligned perceptions regarding the impact that the
CCSS have on discretion. Alyssa perceived that the CCSS have the potential to impact teacher
discretion negatively if the teacher does not actively work to interpret the standards and find the
balance between academic content and DAP and then pursue an instructional path that meets the
needs of her students. Alyssa maintained that in the face of pressure from administration teachers
might have to be subversive with their instructional practices to meet the needs of their students.
She shared:
When the administration is pushing you to do something and you know it might not
be...right for your students, you know your students best and you have to sometimes, you
might just kinda smile and wave, then shut the door and then you do what is right for
your children. Because in the end you’re the one building the relationship with that child.
You’re the one who’s educating them. You’re the one who is ultimately responsible for
[the students’ learning] and I think sometimes teachers have the best idea of how to help
them and how to get through to them and hopefully find a way to support them best.
(Interview #3, March 5, 2017)
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Drew succinctly shared, “I’m not sure that I know of any connection... whether there is a
connection in my experience at my school or in my network between the Common Core
Standards and teacher discretion” (Interview #3, February 28, 2017). Drew said she has
observed principals reduce teacher discretion if a teacher demonstrates poor classroom
management; otherwise, Drew maintains there is not a direct connection between the CCSS and
discretion.
Ellen perceived the CCSS to have a positive impact on discretion. She said that in her
current teaching situation she and her colleagues are given the responsibility of how they want to
teach the CCSS. They are given the discretion to teach their mandated curriculum in a manner
they see fit. She shared, “[The CCSS have impacted discretion] positively because I feel like it’s
become much more of a collaboration between our teachers and what [our instruction] looks
like” (Interview #3, March 21, 2017).
This section explored responses to Research Question 2 by school setting. The next
section examines responses to Research Question 2 by student population.

Responses to Research Question 2 by Student Population

The previous section examined responses to Research Question 2 by school setting. To
thoroughly parse the data, participants were grouped based on their students’ demographic data,
which was identified in Chapter 4, “Focused Life Histories and School Contexts.” Data were
once again examined to see if perspectives aligned among teachers who served similar student
populations (see Appendix E). This section examines the research question once again and
discusses the perceptions of teachers working in each demographic group. As the participants’
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significant statements have already been represented in previous sections, this section provides a
summary of the teachers’ perceptions as they related to Research Question 2.

High Poverty

Teachers working with high-poverty students had split perceptions regarding the
influence the CCSS has on their discretion. One participant from the rural setting perceived the
CCSS to negatively impact discretion because its use is mandated. One participant from the
suburban setting perceived the CCSS challenged her discretion, but she has been able to maintain
discretion due to the support of her colleagues and the administration. Two participants who
worked in the charter school setting did not perceive the CCSS to negatively impact their
discretion.

ELL and High-Poverty ELL

Four of the five teachers working with ELL and high-poverty ELL students perceived the
CCSS to have a negative influence on their discretion. All four of the teachers working with this
student population cited administration as the source of their reduced discretion. However, one
teacher working in the suburban setting cited the administration as the source for her continued
discretion.

Low Poverty

The two teachers working with low-poverty students did not perceive the CCSS to have
had an impact on their autonomy, as they have discretion with the content they teach and/or in
how they use curriculum materials.
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Responses to Research Question 2 by Teaching Experience
The previous section examined the teachers’ responses to Research Question 2 by student
population served to see what, if any, alignment of perceptions existed. This section offers a final
examination of the data by teaching experience. Based on information shared during Interview
#1, the teachers were grouped by teaching experience: those teaching prior to the implementation
of the CCSS and those teaching since its adoption (see Appendix F). As in the previous section, a
summary of teacher responses is offered.

Post-CCSS Adoption Teaching Experience

Three teachers had taught exclusively under the CCSS. One participant perceived the
CCSS to challenge her discretion but said she has been able to maintain it due to the support of
her colleagues and administration. A second did not see any connection whatsoever between the
CCSS and teacher discretion. The third held a differing perspective and perceived the CCSS to
negatively impact discretion due to curricular mandates from administration.

Pre-CCSS Adoption Teaching Experience

Eight teachers had taught prior to the adoption of the CCSS. Four personally perceived
their discretion had diminished since its adoption. Three other participants noted that if not
carefully executed, the CCSS have the potential to negatively impact teacher discretion. Reasons
for this perception varied. Responses included the mandates of the CCSS, the amount of content
that must be covered in the CCSS, and the administration’s suppression of discretion. Only one
teacher, with eight years of experience, perceived the CCSS to positively impact teacher
discretion.
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This section offered a summary of teacher perceptions of Research Question 2 by
teaching experience. The next section will provide a summary of findings on Research Question
2.

Summary of Findings: Research Question 2

One theme related to the CCSS and teacher discretion emerged from the data analysis:
teachers perceive discretion to be important to them. This section provides a summary of that
theme as well as a summary of responses to Research Question 2.

Theme Four: Discretion Is Important to Kindergarten Teachers

All 11 participants in this study perceived discretion as important to them. Five of 11
described this perception as important due to either the lack of discretion they had in a previous
position and the struggle they had to work in that environment (two participants) or the lack of
discretion they felt they have in their current teaching position (three participants). Six
participants said discretion is important to them because they believe classroom teachers to be
best positioned to make instructional decisions on behalf of their students.

Responses to Research Question 2
Research Question 2 asked, “What are kindergarten teachers’ perceptions of the impact
the CCSS have had on teacher discretion regarding curriculum and instruction in the
kindergarten classroom?” This question sought to understand the impact the CCSS have on
teachers’ ability to make instructional decisions on behalf of their students. Five of 11
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participants perceived the CCSS have negatively impacted their discretion, whereas six did not
perceive the CCSS to negatively impact their discretion.
Responses to Research Question 2 were examined by student population served. Four of
five teachers who worked with ELL and ELL and high-poverty students perceived the CCSS to
negatively impact their discretion. Teachers who worked with low-poverty students did not
share this perception; instead, they said the CCSS have had little influence on their discretion.
Teachers who worked with high-poverty students had differing perspectives, with one participant
noting the CCSS have had a negative influence on her discretion, two participants perceiving the
opposite, and another noting that discretion can be a challenge to maintain.
Responses to Research Question 2 were examined by years of teaching experience.
Teachers who had taught exclusively under the CCSS held three different perspectives. One did
not see a connection between the CCSS and teacher discretion, another found the CCSS to
negatively impact discretion, while a third did not perceive her discretion to be negatively
influenced by the CCSS. Seven of eight teachers who had taught prior to the adoption of the
CCSS noted that, in some way, they have noticed the CCSS impacting discretion either in their
own practice or in others’. The exception to this is one participant, who has taught for eight
years, who perceived the CCSS has had a positive impact on her discretion.
This chapter explored in detail one theme related to the CCSS and discretion that
emerged from the data analysis: teachers perceived discretion to be important to them. This
chapter also discussed teacher responses to Research Question 2. The next chapter examines the
final theme that emerged from data analysis and responses related to Research Question 3.

CHAPTER 7
CONTEXT IS EVERYTHING
How do you perceive the influence that your school setting and its structures have on your
implementation of the CCSS?

The participants were asked to share their perceptions regarding their school setting and
how it affects their implementation of the CCSS in kindergarten. Eight of 11 participants saw
their school setting as negatively impacting their implementation of the CCSS and three
perceived their school setting to positively impact their implementation. Data analysis showed
that teachers from the same setting did not hold the same perspectives about the impact their
school setting has on their implementation of the CCSS; instead, what emerged were nuanced
perspectives that reflected the unique traits of the participants’ schools. Ashley captured this
notion well when she stated, “Context is everything” (Interview #3, January 25, 2017).
Whether positive or negative, the teachers perceived that their school setting did affect
their implementation of the CCSS. Responses fell into two common perceptions: students’
prerequisite skills affected the teachers’ success with the CCSS and school personnel affected the
teachers’ implementation of the CCSS. These perceptions are described in detail.

Students’ Prerequisite Skills

Charlotte (rural), Eva (urban), and Ellen (charter) perceived that the students who attend
their schools lack the prerequisite skills to be successful with the CCSS, which therefore
negatively impacts their implementation of the CCSS. Charlotte identified that the influx of ELL
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students enrolling in her school presents instructional challenges to teachers in that the students
do not enter school with language skills to be successful with the CCSS. She said that her
administration is unsympathetic to these concerns and feels they are increasing the expectations
they are placing on teachers. Charlotte shared:
The different types of students that are coming [and] what Common Core is expecting us
to do is not going to be something that is going to be easily done within the next few
years. It’s going to get harder every year because they are not coming in with the skills
that they need to be where they’re at to start...And that I don’t think [administration is]
hearing us. I mean, they know what’s coming in but they still expect us to keep doing
what we’re doing but then go above and beyond with these students. (Interview #3,
October 20, 2016)
Charlotte perceived her school to lack the needed specialist support to address the needs of her
English language learners and struggling students. She believes this puts the students at a
disadvantage. She shared that last year “my kids were leaving and doing groups and the ELL
teacher would take those groups and keep them for 40 minutes and work on guided reading and
do that, and nothing like that this year. We are on our own” (Interview #3, October 20, 2016).
Eva (urban) perceived her school context to be more open than in the past in supporting
her discretion and her ability to teach the CCSS in ways she feels are appropriate for her
students. However, Eva felt that her context makes it difficult to do her work as a kindergarten
teacher. Most of her students enter school academically behind in addition to lacking many basic
needs, like nutrition or clothing. She shared:
[My students] start way behind the starting line of other kids because they don’t value
that education piece or parents are working and don’t have time at home to do stuff with
their kids because they’re working two or three jobs, and then their kids come in, and
they know nothing. And you’re starting where they don’t even know how to spell their
names. I had a kid this past year who didn’t even know what his name was. So you’re
starting in an urban school, you’re starting way behind. (Interview #2, July 20, 2017)

183

Ellen (charter) perceived the influence her school setting and its structures have on her
implementation of the CCSS is negative. This is because most of her kindergarten students come
to school lacking the prerequisite skills at the start of the school year to be successful with the
CCSS. Ellen feared that their learning gaps render the CCSS too difficult for her students to
attain. She stated, “The Common Core Standards just feel rigorous and [a] really hard place for
us to get to” (Interview #3, March 21, 2017).
Conversely, Karen (suburban) perceived the influence her school setting and its structures
have on her ability to implement the CCSS as positive. She felt that her district provides the
necessary professional development to allow her to learn and grow. Additionally, her students
also enter school with sometimes more than two years of preschool under their belts. She shared,
“Here I feel like I can do so much more because of my students. The abilities of my students,
because a lot of these kids are coming in, the majority of them...99% have already attended
preschool for sometimes more than two years, three years sometimes” (Interview #2, November
17, 2016).
While time is always a constraint, Karen believes that her school context is close to
perfect in regard to supporting her work as a kindergarten teacher. She said, “I mean it’s never
going to be a perfect setting. But I think this is as close to it as you can get at with support”
(Interview #3, December 6, 2016).
Ashley (urban) believes that her unique context defines her work as a kindergarten
teacher and her classical school setting requires her to teach an accelerated curriculum. She
acknowledged that if she taught in a traditional public school she would have a play-based
curriculum. However, given the context, her kindergarten classroom is more like a typical first-
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grade classroom due to its accelerated nature. For this reason, her school setting gives her the
opportunity to actually teach the first-grade CCSS to kindergarten students. She shared:
It’s more like first grade with hints of kindergarten, because I have to teach first-grade
curriculum, so we still do morning meeting every day, we still play games every day, we
still sing every day, but it’s first grade. So I mean my context completely defines what
I’m teaching and how I’m teaching it because that’s what my school is. (Interview #2,
January 9, 2017)
Whether perceived positively or negatively, participants contended that the skills and
experiences students have prior to entering kindergarten affect how they implement the CCSS
and whether the teachers feel they are successful doing so.

Personnel Affect Implementation

Seven participants perceived that personnel affect how they implement the CCSS. Diane
(rural), Drew (charter), and Kim (urban) described their struggles associated with their teaching
colleagues negatively affect their implementation of the CCSS. Trisha (suburban), Alyssa
(charter), Jordan (suburban), and Ashley (urban) speak to the issue of administrative expectations
affecting their implementation of the CCSS. Their experiences will be explored in detail.

Teaching Colleagues

Diane (rural) perceived her school setting to hinder her implementation of the CCSS due
to the limited amount of collaboration she has with grade-level peers. Diane works in a school
that serves a total of 90 students, kindergarten through 8 Grade. She did not have a grade-level
team member with whom she could collaborate or share ideas. She was concerned that her small,
rural school operates in a vacuum and might not be competitive with suburban or rural schools.
She stated:
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I don’t have any other kindergarten teachers to collaborate with and think through and
bounce ideas off of or share ideas with that I might have, that I think would be good for
people to use or whatever, any of that….But then you always feel like as a little bitty
school out here in nowhere, how do we measure up to what we’re doing in the big
suburban schools with all the money or in the big city schools where they have no money
but they have all the, all the stress and struggles? (Interview #3, June 15, 2017)
Drew (charter) perceived the influence her school setting has on her implementation of
the CCSS in kindergarten as negative due to the high attrition rate in her network. She said that
the high attrition rate makes it difficult for school leaders and teacher leaders like Drew to take
their teachers to a deeper level of understanding of the CCSS that impacts instruction. Instead,
the leaders are more focused on the day-to-day classroom management of teachers as opposed to
CCSS-aligned pedagogy. Drew felt that she is fortunate to be a curriculum writer and that
experience has helped her learn more about CCSS-aligned practices; however, she notes that her
situation is rare within her network and school. Fortunately, Drew did not perceive her network
purposely holding teachers back from their efforts to implement the CCSS. She just does not see
that the teaching pool has the requisite knowledge to engage in that work in a meaningful way.
Drew shared:
I see my urban charter network as very committed to the Common Core Standards, but by
the structure, I guess by the structural challenges that an urban charter network,
particularly [my regional network] has, mainly teacher retention and staff retention. I see
an ideological commitment to the Common Core State Standards but an overwhelmed
feeling and for the entire network that leads to less focus on the standards themselves for
the majority of teachers. (Interview #3, April 28, 2017)
Kim (urban) shared a perception similar to Drew’s. Kim believed that her school setting,
with its high teacher turnover rate, makes it difficult to implement the CCSS with depth. She
related:
We’ve got teachers who’ve been teaching a long time and who know Common Core
incredibly well. And we have brand new teachers who are just getting their feet wet with
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it and we have such high turnover every year that it’s, the consistency piece is really
hard. (Interview #3, May 1, 2017)

Expectations of Administration

Trisha (suburban) and Alyssa (charter) both perceived that the expectations of their
administrators negatively impact their work as kindergarten teachers and their implementation of
the CCSS. Trisha noted that her district has made great strides in recent years in how they serve
both their English language learners and special education students. However, she said her
district, which is a low-performing district serving a majority of students of color, is subject to
the negative side of accountability associated with the standards and CCSS-aligned high-stakes
tests. Trisha felt that the district’s desire to raise test scores creates a ripple effect of pressure
starting at the top administrative level all the way down to the teachers placing pressure on
students. At the kindergarten level, Trisha has seen this pressure manifest as academic
expectations that are beyond what kindergarten students truly need to know and result in
kindergarten becoming a place that is no longer joyful and fun and/or a place children want to
return to each day. Trisha stated:
So I guess that even though I started off in third grade, I completely have the
kindergarten mentality now because I just believe in the experiences and it’s not like I
was raised in Montessori or anything either, but it’s the experiences that make you who
you are. And if you’re so focused on accountability and test scores and for checking off
the box that you did this Common Core Standard... all that extra interest stuff goes
away...Just think of it: You’re the principal of the school. You haven’t been doing so
good. Your job depends on you getting your people to do good. What are you going to
tell your teachers to focus on? Reading and math. (Interview #2, October 14, 2016)
Alyssa (charter) perceived conflict with her school director as impeding her
implementation of the CCSS. Alyssa described how her beliefs about how students in
kindergarten should be taught were in direct contrast to her school director’s vision. Alyssa
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supported the use of DAP and a flexible approach to instruction, whereas her director wanted a
solely academic and authoritarian approach to kindergarten instruction. Alyssa believes that her
approach and values were the reason her director removed her as a kindergarten teacher and
transferred her to a position in second grade. Alyssa shared:
I personally think that my personal beliefs and the way that I approached teaching
kindergarten is the reason I am not teaching kindergarten now. Because I was very much
a believer of developmentally appropriate practice. I tried to put things into the
curriculum, things that the kids really needed … [My director] wanted things to be harder
for them and I just stood my ground and I wasn’t going to change. I don’t think that is the
way that we should be teaching kindergarten. Our kindergarten should not be that way.
It’s not first grade and a lot of times this is like preschool for them. And they need that
engagement. (Interview #3, March 5, 2017)
Jordan (suburban) and Ashley (urban) shared the perspective that the manner in which
their school leaders support their work positively impacts their implementation of the CCSS.
With the exception of rigorous scheduling of time, Jordan felt that her teaching peers, coaches,
specialists, and principals give her the necessary support to help her try new strategies or address
any problems she might encounter. She feels her school in its capacity to support teachers stands
out among all other school in her district. She stated:
I don’t think that [my school setting has] hurt my implementation of the CCSS. I think
that there are a lot of resources that we as teachers at Hawthorne can tap into. There are a
lot of expert teachers, there are coaches and specialists as well as our administration that
if we have an issue or we have a struggle that we come across or we are trying to
implement, there is a support system to help us. (Interview #3, June 28, 2017)
Ashley (urban) noted that her classical school setting attracts gifted and high-achieving
students; therefore, she found a great deal of success implementing the CCSS with her students.
Ashley also noted that her school leader gives her the latitude to make instructional decisions
that also support her work with the standards. She stated:
I’ve been in a teaching environment where I was under somebody’s thumb. Where I had
to hang my plans outside the door and if I wasn’t teaching what I was expected to at that
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moment in the day I’d get in trouble, to nobody ever looked at you ever, to where I am
now, where it’s pretty balanced. If teachers aren’t allowed to do what they know to be
best for their kids, it’s not gonna work. (Interview #3, January 23, 2017)
This section examined Theme Five: school setting affects CCSS implementation. It
described the perceptions teachers held regarding their school setting and its influence on their
implementation of the CCSS. The next section examines responses to Research Question 3 by
school setting.

Response to Research Question 3 by School Setting

Unlike Research Questions 1 and 2, where teachers from similar school settings had
similar perspectives, Research Question 3 found responses to be more varied across settings.
This section examines teachers’ responses by school setting to examine what common
perceptions exist. As participants’ significant statements have already been represented in
previous sections, this section provides a summary of the teachers’ perceptions by school setting
as they relate to Research Question 3.

Rural

Teachers working in rural settings perceived their school setting to negatively impact
their implementation of the CCSS. One teacher contended the students her school serves enter
without the needed language skills to be successful with the CCSS. The other teacher perceived
the size of the school and its small staff as roadblocks to CCSS implementation due to lack of
opportunities to collaborate with grade-level peers.
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Suburban

Teachers working in suburban settings did not have aligned perspectives on how their
school setting impacts their implementation of the CCSS. Two teachers suggested their schools
support their implementation due to the resources available to them, such as expert teachers,
materials, and professional development. One teacher perceived her school negatively impacted
her implementation of the CCSS due to unrealistic administrative expectations.

Urban

Teachers working in urban settings did not have aligned perceptions on how their school
setting impacted their implementation of the CCSS. One teacher perceived her school setting to
negatively impact her implementation of the CCSS due to the lack of prerequisite skills her
students have upon entry to kindergarten. A second teacher suggested her school setting
negatively impacts the implementation of the CCSS due to the high attrition rate of teachers at
her school. A third teacher perceived her school to support her implementation due to the highachieving and gifted students it enrolls.

Charter

Teachers working in charter school settings did not have aligned perceptions on how their
school setting impacts their implementation of the CCSS. One participant perceived conflict with
administration as hindering her implementation of the CCSS. A second teacher said her school
setting negatively impacted the implementation of the CCSS due to the high attrition rate of
teachers at her school. A third participant suggested her school setting negatively impacts her
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implementation of the CCSS due to the lack of prerequisite skills her students have upon entry to
kindergarten.
This section provided a summary of responses to Research Question 3 by school setting.
The next section examines responses to Research Question 3 by student population.

Responses to Research Question 3 by Student Population

The previous section examined responses to Research Question 3 by school setting. A
majority of participants did perceive their school setting negatively impacts their ability to
implement the CCSS; however, there was not complete consensus among participants.
To thoroughly parse the data, participants were grouped based on their students’
demographic data, which was identified in Chapter 4, “Focused Life Histories and School
Contexts.” Data were once again examined to see if perspectives aligned among teachers who
serve similar student populations (see Appendix E). This section examines the research question
once again and discusses the perceptions of teachers working in each demographic group. As the
participants’ significant statements have already been represented in previous sections, this
section provides a summary of teacher perceptions as they related to Research Question 3.

High Poverty

Three of four kindergarten teachers working with high-poverty students perceived the
influence their school setting has on their implementation of the CCSS as negative. Reasons for
this varied and included teacher attrition rate, students’ lack of prerequisite skills upon entry to
kindergarten, and lack of collaboration among teaching peers. A fourth teacher working with
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high-poverty students perceived that her school supported her implementation because of the
resources available to them, such as expert teachers, materials, and professional development.

ELL and High-Poverty ELL

Four of five kindergarten teachers working with ELL or ELL and high-poverty students
perceived the influence their school setting and its structures have on their implementation of the
CCSS as negative. Reasons for this varied and included teacher attrition rate, students’ lack of
prerequisite skills upon entry to kindergarten, and administrative pressure. One participant who
works in a high-poverty and ELL setting perceived her school setting supported her
implementation of the CCSS due to the amount of support she receives from her colleagues and
administration.

Low Poverty

Both of the kindergarten teachers working with low-poverty students perceived the
influence their school setting has on their implementation of the CCSS as positive. One
participant cited the amount of support she receives from parents and the professional
development and instructional materials provided by her school as reasons for her positive
perception. Another participant cited the enrollment of her school, high-achieving and gifted
students, as the reason for her perception.

Responses to Research Question 3 by Teaching Experience

The previous section examined teacher responses to Research Question 3 by student
population served to see what, if any, alignment of perceptions existed. This section offers a final
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examination of the data by teaching experience. Based on information shared during Interview
#1, teachers were grouped by teaching experience: those teaching prior to the implementation of
the CCSS and those teaching since its adoption (see Appendix F). As in the previous section, a
summary of teacher responses is offered.

Post-CCSS Adoption Teaching Experience

Three teachers have taught exclusively under the CCSS. Two teachers perceived their
school setting negatively impacted their implementation of the CCSS. One reason was the high
attrition rate of teachers. Another reason was the lack of the prerequisite skills of their students
upon entry to kindergarten. In contrast, the third participant perceived her school setting
supported her implementation of the CCSS due to the amount of support she receives from her
colleagues and administration.

Pre-CCSS Adoption Teaching Experience

Six of the eight participants perceived their school setting negatively impacted their
implementation of the CCSS. Four saw the lack of prerequisite skills of students as negatively
impacting their implementation of the CCSS. One identified the lack of collaboration impacts
CCSS implementation and another cited administrative pressure as negatively impacting her
implementation.
Two teachers who had been teaching prior to the adoption of the CCSS perceived the
influence their school setting has on their implementation of the CCSS as positive. One
participant cited the amount of support she receives from parents and the professional
development and instructional materials provided by her school as reasons for her perception.
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Another participant identified the enrollment of her school, high-achieving and gifted students,
as the reason for her perception.

Summary of Findings: Research Question 3

Teachers in this study perceived that their school setting affected their implementation of
the CCSS. Eight of 11 participants perceived their school setting to negatively affect their ability
to implement the CCSS, while the other three found their school setting positively affected their
ability to implement the CCSS. Whether positive or negative, two perceptions were noted:
students’ prerequisite skills and school personnel affected teachers’ implementation of the CCSS.
Unlike Research Questions 1 and 2 where there was alignment of perceptions according
to school site, analysis of Research Question 3 shows that teachers who work with similar
student populations had the most alignment of perceptions. Three of four teachers working with
students of poverty perceived their setting to negatively influence their implementation of the
CCSS. Four of five teachers working with ELL and ELL students of poverty perceived their
setting to negatively influence their implementation of the CCSS. Conversely, the two teachers
who work with low-poverty students said their setting positively influenced their implementation
of the CCSS. Data did not show strong alignment when examined by years of experience that
was not already demonstrated by school setting or population served.
This chapter explored in detail the final theme that emerged from the data analysis:
school setting affects how teachers implement the CCSS. The next chapter offers discussion of
the findings.

CHAPTER 8
RESPONDING TO THE COMMON CORE STATE STANDARDS MANDATE

Introduction
The purpose of this study was to understand how kindergarten teachers experienced the
implementation of the Common Core State Standards (CCSS). This study was guided by
research questions that focused on the participants’ perceptions of how the CCSS affect their use
of DAP and their discretion. Also explored was how the teachers perceived their school setting –
rural, suburban, urban public, or urban charter – affected their implementation of the CCSS in
kindergarten. This chapter discusses findings and implications derived from this study.

School Setting and Implementing the CCSS

Schools are small worlds unique unto themselves. The blend of students, teachers, and
school leaders creates cultures that affect how teachers do their jobs and how students learn.
School setting is the umbrella under which all decisions regarding instruction reside. Responses
to the question, “How do teachers perceive their school setting to influence their implementation
of the CCSS,” are discussed first as they provide a crucial context for teachers’ perceptions of
the CCSS, their use of DAP, and the discretion they enjoy in their practice.
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The next section examines how the findings that emerged from Research Question 3 are
supported by past research. It will follow with a discussion of the implications from the findings.

Findings and Their Relation to Past Research

Teachers in this study who worked in schools that serve ELL students and students of
poverty perceived the CCSS offered challenges to their students. All participants, regardless of
the students they served, identified their school leaders as playing a leading role in the instruction
that takes place in their schools. Past studies support the findings that teachers who work with
ELLs and students of poverty are challenged to meet external mandates. Research also supports
the finding that school leadership response to external mandates directly affects what is taught
and how it is taught.

ELLs and Students of Poverty

Kindergarten teachers of English language learners and students of poverty noted that, in
some way shape or form, their population of learners face academic challenges, such as lack of
foundational literacy and math skills or language skills that make the implementation of the
CCSS mandate challenging. These challenges are the same as those that emerged during the
NCLB era that established achievement outcomes with the hope of improving academic
achievement of poor and non-White students but did not include measures to address the social
conditions that perpetuate poverty (Noddings, 2007). This finding also mirrors research that
asserts that the issues of poverty and language acquisition are not addressed in the CCSS (Gangi
& Reilly 2013; Henig, Malone, & Reville, 2012; Krashen, 2014; Tanner, 2013).
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Trisha, who served ELL students of poverty in a suburban setting, believes that the
authors of the CCSS must lack kindergarten teaching experience; otherwise, they would have
included skills and strategies traditionally found in kindergarten and omitted those that are, in her
opinion, too difficult. While teachers were given opportunities for feedback and input to the
CCSS (Clements, Fuson, & Sarama, 2017), the CCSS themselves were not written by teachers,
but by individuals who lacked K-12 teaching experience (Mathis, 2010; Schneider, 2015; Wood,
2014). The literature associated with the implementation of the CCSS by the authors themselves
does not address the needs of ELLs or students of poverty (Coleman & Pimentel, 2012). While
there is some pushback against this argument, this indeed reflects the assertion that, so often in
public education, policy is enacted to push political whims at expense of students of poverty
(Noddings, 2007; Tienken & Orlich, 2013) while giving those with privilege a sure path to
success (Cruz & Stake, 2012).

School Leadership

School leaders’ responses to external mandates affect what teachers teach and the
methods they use. Historically, results of achievement tests from schools that serve ELLs and
students of poverty are lower than more economically advantaged students (Mathis, 2010;
Ravitch, 2010). Principals of schools that serve these children exert pressure to improve test
scores by controlling curriculum, which in turn reduces teacher discretion. It has been found that
the reduction in discretion makes it more difficult for teachers to use DAP such as free and
imaginative play (Nicolopoulou, 2010; Powell, Higgins, Aram, & Freed, 2009). This was the
experience of the majority of participants in this study, with all but three participants having to
negotiate with their leadership the approaches they used to address the standards.
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Another aspect of school leadership’s response to external mandates is related to the
support leaders offer their teachers. Two participants noted that their school’s high teacher
attrition rate negatively affects the implementation of the CCSS in their school as a whole but
also within their own classrooms as they were pulled from developing their own practice in favor
of supporting the constant flow of new teachers. Another participant cited a lack of opportunity
to collaborate with peers negatively affected her implementation of the CCSS. The challenges
these teachers faced were the result of a lack of strong learning community that can buffer the
effects of things that might lead teachers to leave a school or one that can build relationships
between teachers to build a stronger instructional program. This reflects Bengston and Connors’s
(2014) finding that schools are well served when principals act as instructional leaders as
opposed to “instructional managers” (p. 148). By working as an instructional leader, principals
can create environments that affect how teachers tackle their work and perhaps address the
problems of high teacher attrition and lack of collaboration among teachers.
School setting goes beyond a simple description of school type, such as rural, suburban,
urban, or charter. School setting encompasses the students, teachers, and school leaders. The next
section discusses the implications related to the findings from the exploration of school setting
and the implementation of the CSSS.

Implications of Findings

Kindergarten teachers often witness their students’ first foray into the elementary world
as one of struggle. As soon as many students cross the threshold of their kindergarten classroom
doors, they are academically behind, and far too often, principals and school leaders intervene
with mandates that further limit their educational experience by insisting that DAP has no place
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in kindergarten because test scores must improve. While it is true that the CCSS provide
common expectations for learning, at this point in the implementation of the CCSS, they do not
provide equal opportunities for growth, “opportunities to learn, expectations, or truths
(Kornhaber, Griffith, & Tyler, 2014, p. 18). The only truth that is experienced is the truth that the
lowest rung on the CCSS ladder is, far too often, too high for English language learners and
students of poverty.
It is incumbent on all teachers and principals, regardless of population served, to
advocate through various organizations such as NAEYC, National Education Association, and
the National Association of Elementary School Principals for changes in the CCSS. The CCSS
were developed with little classroom teacher input (Mathis, 2010; Schneider, 2015; Wood, 2014)
and in their current form are inaccessible to many students. While NAEYC and NAECS-SDE
(2010) maintain that the CCSS are age appropriate, after seven years of implementation it is now
time to engage the voices in the field and evaluate the content of the CCSS and determine if it is,
in fact, appropriate for all students.
Schneider (2015) maintains that the “CCSS was never meant to stand alone. It was meant
to be a test-driven reform package” (p. 45). Since testing is part and parcel of the CCSS, it is also
incumbent on teachers and administrators to advocate for critical analysis of the tests associated
with the CCSS. The current study found that the principals who desired to improve scores on the
high-stakes tests associated with the CCSS placed pressure on teachers to change their
instruction away from DAP, which has long been a hallmark of kindergarten. While an analysis
of PARCC scores is beyond the scope of this study, a cursory review of PARCC scores from five
states in 2016 and 2017 shows that the percentage of students who met or exceeded expectations
on the ELA and math assessment in third grade ranged from 25% to 53% (Partnership for
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Assessment Readiness for College and Career, 2017). A comparison of ELA and math PARCC
scores from the schools of four participants, two of whom work with ELL students of poverty
and two who work with students of low poverty, found a disparity between PARCC scores
(Illinois School Report Card, 2017). Scores from schools serving students of ELL and high
poverty had roughly 21% of students meet or exceed expectations in ELA and math, whereas
schools serving students of low poverty saw a range of 56% to 99% meeting or exceeding
expectations in ELA and math.
With so many ELL and students of poverty struggling on the CCSS-aligned PARCC
assessment, the obvious question teachers and administrators must ask is why. What makes
PARCC so difficult and what are we actually learning? The answer to what makes PARCC so
difficult is fairly obvious: PARCC is difficult because what the CCSS is asking of many students
is simply too difficult. The CCSS are written as grade-level expectations. The truth is that, for
various reasons, many students are not working at grade level. Assessing students on grade-level
material when that is out of one’s depth is a fruitless effort. All that is learned is that the test is
too hard for these children.
We are also learning something else fairly obvious from PARCC. PARCC does not
measure how well a student can reason through the CCSS; it measures how proficient a student
is in English or their level of poverty. ELL students and students of poverty often enter school
working below grade level, but they are, nonetheless, working. PARCC does not measure
growth; it measures proficiency. Unfortunately, ELL students and students of poverty who are
not working at grade level but are growing and learning will struggle to show proficiency and
will not see the fruits of their efforts represented in these test results.
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Teachers and principals must again advocate for assessments that measure not only
proficiency but also growth. The Every Student Succeeds Act (ESSA, n.d.) gives states
assessment options not previously available under NCLB; however, it still requires statewide
assessment of students at Grades 3-8. Therefore, principals and teachers must advocate for the
use of assessments that reflect a more developmentally appropriate approach to the
demonstration of knowledge so school leaders and teachers can feel more confident in using
DAP to teach the CCSS. District and school leaders should take advantage of ESSA’s
discontinuation of federal sanctions (United States Department of Education, 2016) to give
school leaders and teachers latitude to use DAP, which have been proven to support student
learning, especially that of ELLs and students of poverty (Charlesworth, 1998).
The current study sought to understand whether teachers working in different school
settings experienced the implementation of the CCSS differently. Although presuppositions held
by the researcher regarding reform efforts, discretion, and school settings were bracketed prior to
data collection, a presupposition not recognized remained—that teachers who work in the same
school setting (e.g., rural, suburban, urban, charter) would have similar implementation
experiences. The results showed that this could not have been farther from the truth. The
majority of participants in this study who worked in schools that serve English language learners
or students of poverty felt their school setting had a negative impact on their ability to implement
the CCSS, whereas teachers working in low-poverty settings did not. Results from this study
show that how school leaders response to the CCSS mandate affected how the teachers
approached CCSS-aligned instruction. In hindsight, Research Question 3 could very well have
been its own study, as the concepts of student demographics, school leadership, and the influence
the CCSS have on how teachers implement the CCSS are so powerful.
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The next section examines the findings from Research Question 1 and their relationship
to past research. Interpretation of how participants use their knowledge of teaching to maintain
the use of DAP and the implications derived are also explored.

CCSS and the Use of DAP
Research Question 1 asked, “What are teachers’ perceptions of the CCSS and their
influence on DAP?” With the exception of two participants who perceived the CCSS improved
their use of DAP, the remaining participants’ responses to this question were either negative or,
if not totally negative, certainly wary of the CCSS’s influence over the use of DAP. Two
teachers perceived the CCSS themselves to negatively affect their ability to use DAP, and seven
said they must carefully plan for DAP under the CCSS or the practices become difficult to
implement.
The next section examines these findings and how they relate to past research, followed
by a discussion of how the teachers in this study held onto their use of DAP in their kindergarten
classrooms.

Findings and Their Relation to Past Research

Findings related to Research Question 1 show that the kindergarten teacher participants
perceived the CCSS to be academically challenging. They also identified that the challenging
nature of the CCSS and their associated high-stakes assessments create barriers to the use of
DAP. This, in turn, bred tension for these kindergarten teachers as, across all school settings,
they claimed that DAP is important to them and to their practice. The tension the participants
expressed in this study is reflected in past research.
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CCSS Are Academically Challenging

The kindergarten teachers in this study perceived the CCSS to be academically
challenging. This finding mirrors the intent of the CCSS which has, from their inception,
asserted that the CCSS will assist in the economic prosperity for America (Common Core State
Standards Initiate, 2017b; Mathis, 2010; Stern, 2014) by raising the bar for all students –
regardless of where they live – and help “‘level the playing field,’ giving all children equal
opportunity to move up the socioeconomic ladder” (Cruz & Stake, 2012, p. 115). However,
findings from the current study show that these kindergarten teachers did not entertain the notion
of the CCSS being a vehicle for economic parity in their daily interactions with their students.
Instead, they experienced the challenges posed by the leveling of the playing field via the CCSS.
Teachers who worked with ELL and students of poverty were particularly burdened with
the task of leveling the playing field. As noted, these teachers found that their students’ lack of
prerequisite foundational skills in literacy and math and language skills automatically placed
these students at a disadvantage when it comes to success with the kindergarten CCSS. The
teachers found that to teach to their students’ true needs, they had to start teaching at the
preschool level before they could even address the kindergarten standards. In addition to
academic deficits, the teachers of ELL students and students of poverty had to also contend with
the issue of students lacking secure housing, food, and nutrition. Moreover, the participants
noted that some children face the added challenge of living in violent neighborhoods. The
teachers working with students who faced these challenges spent almost equal time on
social/emotional development as they did academic development.
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The lived experience of teachers working with ELL students and students of poverty
reveals that they are presented with the double challenge of lack of prerequisite skills and the
need for social/emotional development, which resulted in less time spent on the kindergarten
CCSS. This is in direct contrast to teachers who work in low-poverty schools who find the
kindergarten CCSS to be achievable for their students due to the level of academic readiness
their students have upon entry and parental support and enrichment provided during the school
year.
These findings are in line with the research of Kohn (2004), who asserted that reform
efforts fail to address the underlying causes of the problems facing public education, such as
poverty. Additionally, these findings echo Rotberg (2011), who suggested that the past reform
efforts of NCLB actually increased inequities for students of color. In the wake of NCLB,
Darling-Hammond (2004) noted that standards and assessments cannot “improve schools or
create educational opportunities where they do not now exist” (p. 227). The CCSS were
developed to create a level playing field for educational expectations that, in turn, would improve
educational experiences regardless of where a child attends school (Cruz & Stake, 2012;
Kornhaber, Griffith, & Tyler, 2014). Based on the findings from this study and as previously
noted, the CCSS do not address the issues of language acquisition and poverty that prevent
students from being successful with the standards.

Barriers to the Use of DAP

All participants in this study held DAP in high regard and claimed that the use of DAP is
an important part of kindergarten. The belief that DAP is important is aligned with Abu-Jaber,
Al-Shawareb, and Gheith (2010), who found that kindergarten teachers in Jordan rated DAP as
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important to their instruction. However, this high regard of DAP is in contrast with teachers’
perceived abilities to implement DAP. All teachers in this study perceived barriers to
implementation of DAP. One barrier noted was the academic expectations of the CCSS. A
second barrier was administrative pressure to focus on academic content.
Five of 11 participants perceived the academic content of the CCSS to be a barrier to
their use of DAP in their instruction. While the teachers acknowledged that kindergarten is a
time for learning academic content, they noted that the academic challenge of the standards and
the amount of content they must cover impedes their use of DAP. These findings are in line with
past research on teachers’ perceptions of the academic rigors placed on kindergarten students by
the previous school reform efforts of NCLB and its impact on teachers’ use of DAP (Parker &
Neuharth-Pritchett, 2006). Mirroring the findings of Parker and Neuharth-Pritchett and Nitecki
and Chung (2013), the teachers in this study felt pressure to adhere to a predetermined schedule
or to cover content within a specific time frame which compelled them to choose more didactic
approaches to instruction over DAP such a play and exploration. The perceived academic
challenge of the CCSS by kindergarten teachers also mirrors the sentiment of Gullo and Hughes
(2011) and Kronholz (2005), who note that previous standards and reform efforts make
kindergarten appear more like first grade.
Eight of the 11 participants in this study perceived administrative pressure as a barrier to
their use of DAP. Van Horn and Ramey (2004) found that how policy is enacted in a school can
support or undermine teachers’ use of DAP, which is consistent with the findings of this study.
The teachers noted that they have to fight for the use of DAP or negotiate with their
administration a level of DAP usage that is deemed acceptable. The participants perceived their
administrators wanted more academic content delivered to kindergarten students to improve their
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performance on achievement tests in kindergarten and as they move into future grades. These
findings are in keeping with Mattera (2010) and the National Association for the Education of
Young Children (2012), who noted that early childhood educators experience curricular pressure
and feel the use of DAP will hinder their work toward accountability goals. These participants
additionally noted that administrative pressure included teacher adherence to curricular
mandates, as reported by Stipek (2004), Ryder and Burton (2006) and Charlesworth (1998), who
noted that students in low-SES schools experienced more teacher-directed instruction than
constructivist methods.

Maintaining DAP in Kindergarten: Fight, Flight, or Collaborate

Teachers must rely on their knowledge of teaching as they consider how to best instruct
the students who arrive in their classrooms each day. Kindergarten teachers must consider how
they will address the unique learning needs of their young students. Many must consider the
learning needs of their language learners and students of poverty. All kindergarten teachers must
consider how they will balance what they teach and how they teach with the expectations of their
administration. The findings from this study show that these kindergarten teachers valued the use
of DAP and worked to maintain it. For some teachers, the use of DAP was supported by school
leaders. For others, it was not. Upon analysis of findings, the teachers in this study had three
types of responses to their efforts to include DAP in their instruction: fight, flight, or collaborate.
These three responses are examined in detail.
Fight. As discussed in Chapter 5, five participants noted that they had to fight their
administration to use DAP with their students. For example, one participant, Karen, described
her interactions with her principal regarding the use of free choice centers as a hard-won fight.

206
Similarly, Trisha described the multiple interactions she had with her principal on practices that
are developmentally appropriate for kindergarten students as falling on deaf ears. Their belief in
DAP and defending this practice propelled them to fight for its place in their classrooms.
Flight. A second response to maintaining the use of DAP is the rejection of school
leaders’ directives. This rejection can be considered flight. Two participants, Charlotte and
Diane, expressed concern over their administrations’ curricular mandates and planned to assert
their discretion in the upcoming school year and include more DAP in their instruction. Two
other participants, Drew and Kim, left previous teaching positions because they were unable to
use DAP. These four participants described environments in which they did not perceive that
their administrators considered them co-constructors of educational programming. Their belief in
DAP and defending this practice propelled them to either leave a teaching situation when they
could not use DAP or to become subversive with their practice.
Collaborate. A third response to maintaining the use of DAP is that of collaboration. Four
participants described how they have been able to collaborate with their administrators, which
allowed them to maintain the use of DAP. For example, Jordan described her principals as
believing in her decision making and considered her an instructional partner and valuable
resource as she worked to meet the social/emotional and academic needs of her low-income and
ELL students. Ashley and Kim were able to forge strong relationships with their principals and
craft kindergarten programs that met the academic needs of their students. These participants
identified environments in which their principals perceived them to be collaborators in
educational programming in kindergarten, and as a result, they had the discretion to use varied
approaches to instruction, including the use of DAP.

207
Implications of Findings

When it comes to the use of DAP in the kindergarten classroom in the era of the CCSS,
the principal is the linchpin. All of the participants’ responses to the challenges of using DAP
since the adoption of the CCSS (fight, flight, or collaborate) are directly related to their
principals’ responses to the CCSS. Some perceived their leaders viewed them as partners in the
implementation of the CCSS; therefore, they were able to use of DAP because their principals
understood and valued their rationale for its use. As noted, this response was not experienced by
the majority of the participants. Most noted their principals’ responses in a less favorable light.
Whether it was a desire for collaboration, personal ambition, fear of external testing mandates, or
desire for authority, how principals responded to the CCSS impacted their use of DAP.
For teachers to maintain the use of DAP under the CCSS mandate, principals must
possess knowledge of the unique needs of early learners. They must understand DAP, including
its theoretical background, its practical application in the classroom, and the benefits of ongoing
assessment that informs instruction versus the standalone high-stakes assessments (Gullo &
Hughes, 2011). They must also possess a deep understanding of the kindergarten CCSS and the
challenges the standards present students, especially English language learners and students of
poverty. Most importantly, they must be willing to release whatever it is that keeps them from
listening to the voices of their teachers, whether it be fear of the external mandate and associated
tests, a desire for authority, or their own ego. Teachers possess knowledge that allows them to
make informed decisions regarding instruction. They also desire the opportunities to grow and
develop their teaching practice. Principals must be willing to listen to the voices of their teachers
and engage in academic inquiry within an atmosphere of mutual respect to create instructional
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programs that incorporate practices such as DAP that meet the needs of kindergarten students
and allow them to grow and thrive as learners. In short, principals must be willing to be true
instructional leaders.
The next section will examine the findings that emerged from Research Question 2 and
how they relate to past research. It will follow with a discussion of how teachers in this study
maintained their discretion and its implications.

CCSS and Teacher Discretion
Research Question 2 asked, “What are kindergarten teachers’ perceptions of the impact
that the CCSS have had on teacher discretion regarding curriculum and instruction in the
kindergarten classroo?” Just four of the 11 participants perceived the CCSS had negatively
impacted their discretion, whereas the seven remaining participants did not perceive the CCSS to
negatively impact their discretion. However, of these seven, four noted that discretion can be
reduced if teachers are not willing to negotiate it with their principals or work with principals
who do not support teacher discretion. Of the four teachers who perceived their discretion to be
impacted by the CCSS, all taught either English language learners or students of poverty.
Regardless of their perception of the impact of CCSS on their discretion, all 11 participants
stated that having discretion in their practice was important to them.
The next section examines these findings and how they relate to past research, followed
by a discussion of how the teachers in this study maintained their discretion in their kindergarten
classrooms.
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Findings and Their Relation to Past Research

The teachers were asked to rate the level of importance they placed on discretion in their
practice. All 11 participants rated discretion as important. Alignment of the findings to past
research was found in areas related to working with specific groups of students, the balance of
beliefs and expectations, and maintaining discretion. This section examines these relationships in
detail.

ELL

Findings from the study show that most of these teachers working with ELL students and
students of poverty perceived the CCSS negatively impacted their discretion. These teachers also
identified that their students were unprepared to handle the academic challenges of the
kindergarten CCSS. This is aligned with research that shows teachers of students in rural and
urban areas that serve predominantly students of color performed poorly with the past
educational reform efforts of NCLB, especially on the high-stakes tests associated with them
(Hursh, 2007; Wexler, 2014). As a reaction to this, the participants perceived their school
leadership was imposing more instructional mandates, the source of their reduced discretion.
This is in agreement with the findings of Harrison-Jones (2007), Pederson (2007), Powell,
Higgins, Aram, and Freed (2009), and Ryder and Burton (2006), who found that the previous
reform effort of NCLB negatively impacted teacher discretion by mandated curricula or
eliminating non-assessed subjects to increase scores on high-stakes assessments. Also related are
the findings of Costigan (2005) and Kaniuka (2009), who found that teachers most impacted by
reduced discretion were working in low-performing schools. Findings from this study are also
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consistent with more recent research of Endacott, Wright, Goering, Collet, Denny, and Davis
(2015), who found that teachers perceive their agency, or discretion, reduced with the
implementation of the CCSS due to school leaders’ interpretation and methods of implementing
the CCSS.
Conflict Avoidance

Ho (2010) found that early childhood educators hoped to avoid conflict with their
administrators and felt their discretion reduced as they attempted to circumvent conflict. This
was the experience of Diane, Charlotte, and Eva. Trisha and Alyssa perceived their principals as
weak instructional leaders and unqualified to lead their schools. Both of these perceptions have
led these teachers to use DAP in spite of their leaders’ directives by closing their classroom
doors, essentially going underground with their practices and avoiding direct conflict. This
echoes the research of May (2010), who found that teachers exert control over their discretion
when they do not perceive their principals to be strong instructional leaders. Burke and Adler
(2013) describe the deviations from external mandates as an “act of political resistance” (p. 14).
For the teachers in this study, aligning instruction to personal beliefs eclipsed the control their
leaders were trying to exert over them; however, for them, the only way they could assert their
influence was to keep their practices largely to themselves.

Balance of Beliefs and Expectations

The participants in this study were challenged when it came to maintaining their use of
DAP in the face of administrative expectations. For example, Charlotte, Diane, Trisha, and Eva
described their implementation of the CCSS as a personal struggle to strike a balance between
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what they believed to be best for their students versus the pressure they perceived from their
leadership to improve student performance on assessments. These teachers spoke of the
cognitive dissonance they experienced as they attempted to balance the pressure exerted by their
school principals to deliver CCSS-aligned instruction in a specific manner with their desire to
provide experiences they think are integral to kindergarten, such as free play and centers. The
conflict the teachers experienced reflects research of Rose and Rogers (2012), who found that
teachers experience cognitive dissonance as they try to honor external mandates while also
attempting to honor their personal knowledge. Also reflected in these findings are that of Burke
and Adler (2013), who found that instructional mandates derived from desires to improve
performance on high-stakes tests reduced creative moments for teachers.
Another example of tension that is experienced by teachers is that of Diane and Trisha,
who were told to stop using methods that worked for them prior to the implementation of the
CCSS. They saw “this as an affront to their expertise as seasoned classroom veterans” (Endacott
et al., 2015, p. 427). Balancing beliefs based on years of teaching experience with administrative
expectations, particularly the expectations of principals whose views are not respected, caused
profound frustration and pain for these teachers.
Research has found that urban charter school teachers desired a balance of support from
school leaders and the freedom to make their own instructional choices (Carl, 2014). This is also
reflected in the views shared by the two charter school teachers in this study. Conversely, it has
also been found that some charter school teachers experience reduced discretion (Gawik, 2007)
and that teachers who work in charter management organizations (CMO) in particular can find it
difficult to strike a balance between adhering to the instructional model of the CMO and
exercising discretion to meet the needs of their students (Torres, 2014). This was the case with
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Alyssa, a teacher working in a regional CMO. Alyssa experienced a reduction in her discretion
and ultimately the loss of her kindergarten position because of her rejection of an authoritarian
approach to instruction in favor of DAP. Her experience is in line with Kozol’s (2005) assertion
that, due to school leaders’ responses to high-stakes testing under NCLB, students in urban
schools were exposed to militaristic and highly regimented curricula and instructional methods
that suburban middle-class parents reject for their children.

Maintaining Discretion

While four teachers specifically noted that the CCSS negatively impacted their discretion,
four others said that, if not carefully negotiated with school leaders, the CCSS could negatively
impact their discretion. These teachers were perhaps hoping to avoid experiencing what Willis
and Sandholtz (2009) describe as “constrained professionalism,” where teacher discretion is
minimized due to external testing mandates. Jordan, Ashley, and Kim spoke strongly about their
relationship with their school principals and how their relationship of mutual respect and history
of collaboration regarding instructional programming resulted in the maintenance of their
discretion in spite of the CCSS mandates. This is in line with Vaughn and Faircloth (2013), who
found that if teachers clearly define their instructional beliefs and work with leaders to integrate
those with best practices, they can withstand the pressure of external mandates while retaining
instructional discretion. Gawik (2007) found that teachers and principals have a stronger
relationship when principals with discretion work with teachers who have and desire discretion,
as was the case with Jordan, Ashley, and Kim.
Two teachers, Drew and Ellen, who worked in urban charter schools did not perceive
their discretion impacted by the CCSS; in fact, Drew did not perceive there to be any connection
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whatsoever between her discretion and the CCSS, whereas Ellen perceived her discretion had
increased under the CCSS. This is in accordance with the sentiments of the National Association
for the Education of Young Children (2012) and Hoffman, Paciga, and Teale (2014), who assert
that the CCSS present opportunities for teachers to increase their discretion. Both Ellen and
Drew, who maintained positive relationships with their leaders and described having earned their
discretion over time, found that the CCSS were a vehicle for instruction that is deeper and
supports critical thinking over simple recall. This finding reflects the research of Endacott et al.
(2015), who found that some teachers perceive the CCSS support student learning and also
increase their efficacy as classroom teachers. Endacott et al. also found teachers who held these
perceptions also had positive feelings toward their school leaders.

Maintaining Discretion: Fight, Flight, Barter, or Collaborate

Research Question 2 asked teachers to consider how the CCSS have affected their
discretion, and as noted, the CCSS have affected how teachers approach their instruction. The
majority of the kindergarten teachers participating in this study perceived their discretion
difficult to maintain due to how their school leaders have enacted curricular mandates within
their schools. Based on analysis of the findings, these teachers had four responses to their efforts
to maintain discretion in their instruction: fight, flight, barter, or collaborate. These four
responses are examined in detail.

Fight

As examined in Chapter 6, the participants described experiences in which they had to go
head to head with their school leader and fight for their discretion. One example comes from
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Karen. While Karen did not perceive the CCSS themselves to negatively impact her use of DAP
and she felt she has discretion with how she implements the mandated curriculum, she still
experienced pushback from her principal when it came to implementing specific practices such
as learning stations and free-choice activities traditionally considered hallmarks of DAP. Karen
also experienced pressure from her principal to adopt teaching methods, such as reading
workshops, that she did not consider appropriate for kindergarten students. She believed the
source of these conflicts arose from her principal’s desire to accelerate the curriculum to prepare
students for future grades as well as the desire for her school to achieve award-winning status.
Another example is Trisha, who engaged in an ongoing battle with her principal
regarding her instruction. Trisha’s principal formerly worked as principal at an urban charter
school. Trisha believed his lack of experience with younger students and inexperience leading a
traditional public school of English language learners resulted in his inability to understand the
unique needs of her teachers and students.
Both Karen and Trisha had experienced their professional knowledge being challenged or
ignored by their principals. This response did not sit well with them, and as a result, they were
compelled to fight for instructional practices they felt were important to maintain in their
kindergarten classrooms.
Flight

Alyssa suggested that teachers might need to ignore administrative mandates to
implement practices they feel are not developmentally appropriate. Essentially, Alyssa was
suggesting the opposite of the fight approach to discretion, that of flight. Charlotte described her
discretion as minimized since the CCSS adoption and noted that she has experienced a tension
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among how she wishes she could teach, what the CCSS ask of students, and how her
administrators expect her to teach. She described feeling like a bad teacher when she asserted her
discretion but found herself doing so more and more. Diane had also experienced a decrease in
her discretion due to both the rigors of the CCSS and to nearly constant monitoring of her
instruction by her principal and the director of education. Like Charlotte, Diane saw the need to
subvert the authority of her leaders. Charlotte and Diane described defying their principals’
mandates and forging ahead with instruction they deemed appropriate behind the closed doors of
their classrooms.

Barter

Drew, Ellen, and Eva certainly described times when they had experienced the fight and
flight approaches to their instruction. However, they identified a third approach to maintaining
discretion – the barter approach. This approach was a transaction, or a barter, with the school
leader or principal who set the terms of the exchange. Drew admitted that in comparison to her
first teaching position, she enjoys a great deal of discretion in her current position. Yet, she
acknowledged that the discretion she has in her current position is based on her leader’s
satisfaction with her students’ scores on kindergarten assessments as well as her classroom
management skills. The same held true for Ellen, who believed that her discretion would be
reduced if she did not produce the scores her leaders desired. Based on her extreme dislike of
mandated curriculum she felt was developmentally inappropriate, Eva bartered a deal with her
school leader: She and her team would modify their ELA instruction to address their concerns
for a set time. If after that time student test scores were deemed acceptable, she and her team
would carry on with their modifications. If not, they would return to previous methods. Like
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Drew and Ellen, Eva’s principal exchanged achievement gains for discretion, and these teachers
delivered on their end of the deal.

Collaborate

The last approach to maintaining discretion was experienced by only three teachers in
this study: Jordan, Ashley, and Kim. These three participants described having positive
relationships with their principals and held their principals’ views in high regard. They felt their
professional knowledge was respected by their principals. Each of these participants described
school environments in which collaboration between the teachers and administration is the
expectation and the norm. They also identified their administrators as buffers who filtered out
central office mandates, which cleared a path for them to focus on their instruction. Jordan,
Ashley, and Kim worked in very different schools with different student populations; however,
their principals’ approaches to teaching and learning were similar and created the conditions for
collaboration and a high degree of perceived discretion.

Implications of Findings

Charlotte, Karen, Trisha, Eva, Drew and Ellen noted that their school leaders are driven
to have high test scores and that they have had to take steps to maintain their discretion (fight,
flight, or barter) in the face of this pressure. While kindergarten is not included in the mandated
tests associated with the CCSS, these participants’ principals’ responses to the high-stakes tests
were to require kindergarten teachers to produce strong results on kindergarten achievement tests
by insisting on the use of curriculum or instructional methods usually reserved for older students.
Their reactions to the external mandates of the CCSS completely shifted the purpose of
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kindergarten away from its early goal, which was to nurture young learners through hands-on
playful learning (Tyack & Cuban, 1995). This reaction redefines the purpose of kindergarten,
making kindergarten a bonus test preparation year.
Several participants perceived kindergarten as a time to instill a love for school and for
learning. However, the teachers in this study struggled to maintain their discretion to use
techniques, most notably DAP, that instill the joy and love of learning because their principals
demanded that they churn out high test scores. Additionally, the participants working with ELLs
or students of poverty noted that many of their students lacked the prerequisite skills to be
successful with the CCSS. It has been shown through empirical research that children enrolled in
DAP classrooms perform better academically, exhibit more positive behaviors, and demonstrate
more motivation for learning than students not enrolled in DAP classrooms (Charlesworth,
1998). However, the teachers in this study acutely felt the tension between meeting the needs of
their learners through the use of DAP and the expectation of doing well on achievement tests.
Metaphorically and literally, teachers in this study had been asked to push their developmental
play and exploration activities into the corner to make way for more didactic skills-based
instruction to raise achievement scores on a test that is four years in their students’ future.
However, results from this study also show that these teachers were not giving up their discretion
without a fight.
Smaller (2015) asserts that teachers do not have discretion in their practice in that they all
“work under the yoke of surveillance and normalising state control” (p. 47). Findings from the
current study affirm this assertion. Whether teachers perceived their discretion to be reduced due
to the CCSS mandate or due to their principals’ expectations, the teachers could not expect that
they would have discretion in their practice due to the surveillance and control exerted on them.
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Only a few lucky teachers worked with administrators who created conditions within their
schools that allowed teachers to have discretion in their practice.
As with DAP, every teacher in this study rated discretion as important to them. No
wonder those who perceived their discretion to be reduced were willing to take steps to maintain
it, whether through standing up to their leaders (fight), subverting their leader’s authority (flight),
or negotiating with their leaders (barter). And as with DAP, when it comes to teachers’ discretion
regarding curriculum and instruction, the principal is the linchpin.
The principal of a school is the mediator of state control. It is his or her reaction to
external mandates that informs decisions about how the standards are addressed. Only three of
the 11 participants had forged collaborative relationships with their principals. These principals,
despite the CCSS mandates and their associated high-stakes tests, gave their teachers the latitude
to teach the standards in a way that meets the students’ needs. The “yolk of surveillance”
(Smaller, 2015, p. 47) does not apply here. School leaders who are struggling to maintain
authority over their teachers or who are exerting their influence over curriculum delivery in spite
of their teachers’ protests would be wise to examine the practices of principals who take a
collaborative approach to leadership. Gawlik (2007) states, “Imposing accountability without
autonomy is unfair. So holding teachers accountable for student achievement when they have no
autonomy does not make sense” (p. 549). Teachers who work with such leaders should align
themselves with like-minded peers on social media or form a professional learning community or
critical friends group with fellow teachers to support efforts to maintain discretion and advocate
for practices proven to increase student achievement, such as DAP.
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Findings and Alignment to Theoretical Framework

Shulman (1987) asserts that all teaching is derived from one sort of text or another,
whether it be a curriculum guide, a set of standards, a syllabus, or a textbook. Teachers are
required to analyze that text and determine the best way to teach it given their current context.
Shulman describes this pedagogical reasoning process as having six fluid steps that can occur in
any order—or not at all. The steps of comprehension, transformation, instruction, evaluation,
reflection, and new comprehension are a reflective journey teachers take as they determine what
content to teach and what instructional methods to use. While teachers in this study never overtly
acknowledged these six steps, they certainly experienced them. Their words echoed the six steps
of pedagogical reasoning Schulman outlines.

Comprehension

Seven of the teachers in this study had a decade or more experience teaching. Three
teachers had degrees in early childhood education, five had degrees in elementary education, and
six held advanced degrees in education. Three teachers (Drew, Ellen, and Eva), although
alternatively certified in education, gained extensive knowledge of the kindergarten CCSS by
serving as team leads or on curriculum teams. All participants spoke with passion about their
kindergarten curriculum. These participants demonstrated deep comprehension of the
kindergarten CCSS subject matter.
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Transformation

The teachers in this study described using the CCSS to design meaningful plans for their
students. For teachers who started their careers prior to the CCSS, that meant releasing the
previous state standards they worked under and embracing the new. Teachers (such as Diane,
Jordan, and Alyssa) spoke of using social media, blogs, and other internet resources to add
CCSS-aligned activities to their lesson plans. Others (Ashley, Jordan, Kim, and Ellen) spoke of
creating CCSS-aligned units or collaborating with their teaching partners to design instruction.
Still others (like Karen, Trisha, and Eva) spoke of merging their kindergarten CCSS knowledge
and DAP with the commercial curricula provided by their districts and advocating for a blend of
instructional approaches. These teachers transformed the CCSS into a living curriculum through
their subject-matter knowledge.

Instruction

What is true about all participants in this study is that they had a passion for teaching,
many citing teaching, in particular teaching kindergarten, as the only job they ever wanted to
have. They shared stories of their students’ successes and struggles with the instruction they
delivered. Ashley and Karen described how their students thrived on the challenges posed by the
CCSS; conversely, Charlotte and Trisha described how their ELL population struggled with
those very same CCSS expectations. All participants, regardless of school setting, population
served, or years of experience, identified DAP as the cornerstone of kindergarten instruction and
desired the discretion to use those forms of instructional methods. The participants of this study
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described making every attempt to deliver CCSS-aligned instruction in meaningful ways to their
students.

Evaluation

The teachers in this study all felt the burden of administrative evaluation on their
practice. They described their own perceptions of how their students performed with the CCSS.
Trisha shared the pride she had when her students grew from performing at the first percentile on
her district’s assessments to knowing all of their letters and sounds by the end of the year. Drew
and Ellen discussed how they used their local assessments to guide their planning and teaching.
However, another unanimous perception was that whatever they were doing with their students
instructionally and how their students were performing were never quite enough. Some teachers
– such as Ashley, Jordan, and Kim – felt these pressures at a macro level, seeing how the culture
of today’s educational system exerts pressure on all teachers to have their students perform well
on standardized assessments. Other participants (Charlotte, Diane, Karen, Trisha, Alyssa) felt
the administrative pressure at the micro level and lived day in and day out with pressure from
their principals to accelerate the curriculum or use materials and methods they did not perceive
to be developmentally appropriate. Others still (such as Eva, Drew, and Ellen) were faced with
the expectation of student performance on assessments as the key to their own discretion.

Reflection

Participants in this study shared their thoughtful analysis of the CCSS and their efforts to
address them using DAP. They were able to identify factors that contributed to their success with
the CCSS, such as the collaborative teaching environments described by Jordan, Ashley, and
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Kim, or the factors that contributed to their struggle, such as the lack of prerequisite skills
described by Charlotte, Eva, and Ellen. Their analysis of the CCSS led them to see that as
teachers they must meet their students where they are and use methods that engage them and
instill a joy in learning and a love for school.

New Comprehension

After their years of experience implementing the CCSS, teachers in this study shared
what they have learned. Some teachers (Trisha, Eva, Alyssa) perceived the CCSS to lay out
expectations that can be difficult for students to achieve, while others have learned that with the
right support their students can achieve the CCSS (Diane, Jordan). Several teachers (Karen, Kim,
Drew, and Ellen) learned that the CCSS have been a vehicle for their own professional
development and have pushed them to plan for instruction in new and thoughtful ways.
However, teachers in this study –Diane, Jordan, and Alyssa – shared that the CCSS are not allinclusive and lack content that is needed in kindergarten, such as social/emotional learning.
Shulman (1987) posits that validating teacher knowledge and honoring what is learned
through the various sources of knowledge empower teachers and provide a model for teacher
excellence. Shulman states, “We have an obligation to raise standards in the interests of
improvement and reform, but we must avoid the creation of rigid orthodoxies. We must achieve
standards without standardization.” (p. 20). Shulman was referring to teaching standards, yet
these words can also be easily applied to the implementation of the CCSS.
Shulman (1987) asserts, “Teaching is, essentially, a learned profession” (p. 9). What was
learned by the teachers in this study offers both cause for hope and cause for concern regarding
the implementation of the CCSS, the use of DAP, and teacher discretion. The teachers in this
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study did not back down from implementing the CCSS. While at times, the participants had to
subvert the authority of their principals’ implementation expectations, they did not shy away
from learning about the CCSS, conceptualizing instruction, and teaching using the most
developmentally appropriate methods possible. The CCSS themselves did not de-professionalize
the participants or completely inhibit their use of DAP. For the lucky few participants, the
atmosphere of collaboration fostered by their principals energized their practice and learning
even more.
What was also learned by the majority of teachers in this study is that, for many, the
barriers to using DAP and maintaining their discretion to address the CCSS in ways they have
learned to be successful are difficult to overcome and force them into positions of fight, flight, or
barter. Principals are forcing teachers to circumvent the system or compromise what they value
most about teaching in exchange for some degree of autonomy. In response to the external
mandate of the CCSS and their associated assessments, principals are creating instructional
environments of “rigid orthodoxies” (Shulman, 1987, p. 20). Whether this is by design or
accident, what is clear is that teachers cannot assume that their acquired knowledge will be a
factor in what they teach and the methods they use. In the age of the Common Core State
Standards, teachers’ “wisdom of practice” (p. 11) is in jeopardy.

Suggestions for Future Research

Based on the findings of this study, there are seven suggestions for future research. The
first suggestion is based on the limitation of the sample size of this study. This study examined
the perceptions of 11 kindergarten teachers. This study could be repeated quantitatively by
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focusing on the same research questions using an online survey tool to reach a larger pool of
teachers to compare findings.
This study focused on one grade level that is considered to fall under the umbrella of
early childhood instruction. This study could be replicated and expanded, replacing kindergarten
teachers with first- and second-grade teachers to understand their perceptions of the CCSS, DAP,
and discretion.
This study examined the perspectives of teachers in four school settings. This study found
that teachers working in the same setting did not always share the same perceptions or have the
same experiences implementing the CCSS. A qualitative case study could be designed that
examines teachers’ perspectives of implementing the CCSS, focusing on a specific school setting
examined in this study (rural, suburban, urban, or urban charter) to further investigate the CCSS
phenomenon within one specific setting.
The teachers in this study worked in schools with different student demographics. This
study found teachers working with students of poverty or with ELL students experienced the
implementation of the CCSS differently than their counterparts working with low-poverty
students. As with school setting, a qualitative case study approach could be used to examine in
more depth the experiences of teachers working with students of poverty, ELL, and ELL students
of poverty.
Current research on the CCSS, DAP, and early childhood education suggests that the
CCSS and DAP can coexist successfully in kindergarten and first and second grades. An
important factor in the successful implementation of the CCSS using DAP is professional
development and instructional resources that support teachers’ efforts (Clements, Fuson, &
Sarama, 2017; National Association for the Education of Young Children, 2015). A qualitative
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study could be designed that investigates the professional development and instructional
materials teachers are receiving to support their efforts to implement the CCSS using DAP.
Principals are the instructional gatekeepers of their schools. Principals’ perceptions
regarding the knowledge they have about DAP and the importance they place on the use of DAP
in kindergarten could be assessed using a qualitative or mixed-methods approach. Additionally,
the current study could be replicated, replacing kindergarten teachers with school-level
administrators to understand their perceptions of the CCSS, DAP, and discretion.
Only a few participants in this study experienced a collaborative relationship with their
principals that allowed them the discretion to use instructional methods such as DAP. Using a
mixed-methods approach, teachers who perceived they have collaborative relationships with
their principals could be identified. The nature of their collaborative relationship could then be
examined qualitatively.

Conclusion

This phenomenological study sought to understand how kindergarten teachers from four
school settings experienced the CCSS and how the CCSS influenced the teachers’ use of DAP
and teacher discretion. Results of this study show that teachers perceived the CCSS to be
academically challenging for kindergarten students. Also challenging to teachers was
maintaining their use of DAP and maintaining their discretion in the face of the challenging
content of the CCSS and administrative pressure to reduce the use of DAP in favor of more
didactic approaches. It was found that these teachers took measures to ensure their use of DAP
and their discretion; they advocated for it (fight), they hid it (flight), they negotiated it (barter), or
they collaborated with their administrator to maintain it. Findings from this study also reveal that
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school setting does not impact teachers’ abilities to implement the CCSS; instead, it was the
students’ English language proficiency, poverty level, and/or the administration’s response to the
CCSS mandates that had the most influence on their implementation of the CCSS.
On the surface, this is a study about teachers’ experiences with the CCSS and DAP. The
underbelly of this story is really far different. It is the story of how teachers hold fast to their
belief systems regarding DAP and negotiate their discretion with leaders in the face of the CCSS,
which have been revealed to be an academic bar that is incredibly high for all kindergarten
students, but especially high for English language learners and students of poverty.
Kindergarten teachers straddle the worlds of both early childhood education and K-12
education, and they must actively reason through the instructional mandates both worlds present.
It is important for teachers and school leaders to remember that there is a natural tension that
exists between these two worlds and that teaching standards using DAP need not be an either/or
proposition (Nitecki & Chung, 2013). School leaders should feel confident that teachers can
address the CCSS using DAP because DAP is simply about “intentionality...the knowledge that
practitioners consider when they are making decisions, and they are always aiming for goals that
are both challenging and achievable for children” (Copple & Bredekamp, 2009, p. 9). Shulman
(1987) notes that teaching “begins with an act of reason, continues with a process of reasoning,
culminates in performances of imparting, eliciting, involving, or enticing, and is then thought
about some more until the process can begin again” (p. 13). Thus, it is incumbent on school
leaders to acknowledge that teachers have the professional knowledge to make informed
instructional decisions on behalf of their students and, therefore, do not need to be controlled in
order for students to learn.
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In the end, both teachers and administrators want the same thing: for all of their students,
no matter who they are, to experience success in school. By recognizing the knowledge that
teachers have and being open to collaborating to create strong kindergarten programs that also
recognize the unique learning needs of kindergarten-age children, school leaders just might be
able to do what the CCSS have yet to do—take real steps toward leveling the playing field for all
students.

REFERENCES
Abu-Jaber, M., Al-Shawareb, A. & Gheith, E. (2010). Kindergarten teachers’ beliefs toward
developmentally appropriate practice in Jordan. Early Childhood Education Journal,
38(1), 65-74.
Achieve, Inc. (2004). Ready or not: Creating a high school diploma that counts. Retrieved from
http://www.achieve.org/publications/ready-or-not-creating-high-school-diploma-counts
Achieve, Inc. (2015). Our history. Retrieved from http://www.achieve.org/history-achieve
Afflerbach, P. (2005). National reading conference policy brief: High stakes testing and reading
assessment. Journal of Literacy Research, 37(2), 151-162. Retrieved from
jlr.sagepub.com
Apple, M.W. (2001). Educating the “right” way: Markets, standards, god, and inequality. New
York, NY: RoutledgeFalmer.
Archbald, D. A., & Porter, A. C. (1994). Curriculum control and teachers’ perceptions of
autonomy and satisfaction. Educational Evaluation and Policy Analysis, 16(1), 21-39.
Au, W. (2011). Teaching under new Taylorism: High-stakes testing and the standardization of
the 21st century curriculum. Journal of Curriculum Studies, 43(1), 25-43.
Barron, B. (1997). It’s not elementary. Retrieved from http://www.arthurhu.com/97/08/dap.txt
Bassok, D., Latham, S., & Rorem, A. (2015). Is kindergarten the new first grade?
EdPolicyWorks Working Paper Series, No. 20. Retrieved from
http://curry.virginia.edu/uploads/resourceLibrary/20_Bassok_Is_Kindergarten_The_New
_First_Grade.pdf
Bellwether Educational Partners (2017). An independent review of of ESSA state plans:
Executive summary. Retrieved from https://bellwethereducation.org/sites/default/files/
Bellwether_ESSAReview_ExecSumm_Final-081517.pdf
Bengston, E., & Connors, S. P. (2014). Puppet and puppeteers: External mandates and the
instructional practices of two first-year teachers. NCPEA International Journal of
Educational Leadership Preparation, 9(2), 128-152.

229
Berliner, D. C. & Biddle, B. J. (1995). The manufactured crisis: Myths, fraud, and the attack on
America’s public schools. Reading, MA: Addison-Wesley Publishing Company.
Bodrova, E., & Leong, D. J. (2003). Chopsticks and counting chips: Do play and foundational
skills need to compete for the teacher's attention in an early childhood classroom? YC
Young Children 58(3), 10-17.
Bodrova, E., & Leong, D. J. (2008). Developing self-regulation in kindergarten: Can we keep all
the crickets in the basket? Beyond the Journal: Young Children on the Web, 1-3.
Retrieved from https://www.naeyc.org/files/yc/file/200803/BTJ_Primary_Interest.pdf
Boehner, J. (2004). Frequently asked questions about no child left behind. Retrieved from
http://fcsn.org/pti/laws/nclb_faq.pdf
Bomer, R. & Maloch, B. (2011). Relating policy to research and practice: The Common Core
Standards. Language Arts, 89(1), 1-6.
Boote, D.N. (2006). Teachers’ professional discretion and the curricula. Teachers and Teaching:
Theory and Practice, 12(4), 461-478)
Bournfreund, L. (2012). Preparing teachers for the early grades. Educational Leadership, 69(8),
36-40.
Burke, C. J. F., & Adler, M. (2013). Personal consequences of compliance and resistance to
mandated reforms for teachers in low-performing schools. Journal of Urban Learning,
Teaching, and Research, 9, 6-17.
Cardichon, J. & Darling-Hammon, L. (2017). Advancing educational equity for underserved
youth: How new state accountability systems can support school inclusion and student
success. Palo Alto, CA: Learning Policy Institute. Retrieved from
http://learningpolicyinstitute.org/sites/default/files/productfiles/Advancing_Educational_Equity_Underserved_Youth_REPORT.pdf
Carl, N. M. (2014). Reacting to the script: Teach for America teachers’ experiences with scripted
curricula. Teacher Education Quarterly, 41(2), 29-50.
Center on Education Policy. (2012). AYP results for 2010-11 —November 2012 update.
Retrieved from http://www.cep-dc.org/displayDocument.cfm?DocumentID=414
Charlesworth, R. (1998). Developmentally appropriate practice is for everyone. Childhood
Education, 74(5), 274-282.
Clements, D. H., Fuson, K. C., & Sarama, J. (2017). What is developmentally appropriate
teaching? Teaching Children Mathematics, 24(3), 179-188.

230
Colaizzi, P.F. (1978). Psychological research as the phenomenologist views it. In R. S. Valle &
M. King (Eds.) Existential-phenomenological alternatives for psychology (pp. 48-71).
New York, NY: Oxford University Press.
Coleman, D. & Pimentel, S. (2012). Revised publishers’ criteria for the common core state
standards in English language arts and literacy, grades 3–12. Retrieved from
http://www.corestandards.org/assets/Publishers_Criteria_for_3-12.pdf
Common Core State Standards Initiative. (2017a). Appendix B: Text exemplars and ample
performance tasks. Retrieved from http://www.corestandards.org/assets/Appendix_B.pdf
Common Core State Standards Initiative. (2017b). Development process. Retrieved from
http://www.corestandards.org/about-the-standards/development-process/
Common Core State Standards Initiative. (2017c). Mathematics standards. Retrieved from
http://www.corestandards.org/Math/
Copple, C., & Bredekamp, S. (2009). Developmentally appropriate practice in early childhood
programs serving children from birth through age 8, (3d ed.). NAEYC. Retrieved from
www.naeyc.org/positionstatements/dap
Costigan, A. T. (2005). Choosing to stay, choosing to leave: New York City teaching fellows
after two years. Teacher Education Quarterly, Spring 2005.
Crawford, P. A. (2004). “I follow the blue…”: A primary teacher and the impact of packaged
curricula. Early Childhood Education Journal, 32(3), 205-210.
Creswell, J. W. (2013). Qualitative inquiry & research design: Choosing among the five
approaches. Thousand Oaks, CA: SAGE Publishing.
Cruz, F., & Stake, R.E. (2012). Teaching for equity: Learning about discrimination in a
meritocratic society. Qualitative Research in Education, 1(2), 112-134.
Darling-Hammond, L. (1998). Unequal opportunity: Race and education. The Brookings Review,
16(2) 28-32.
Darling-Hammond, L. (2004). The color line in American education. W. E. B. Du Bois Institute
for African American Research, 1(2), 213-246.
Dee, T. S., & Jacob, B. (2011). The impact of no child left behind on student achievement.
Journal of Policy and Management. 30(3), 418-446.
Editorial Projects in Education Research Center. (2016, March 31). Issues A-Z: The Every
Student Succeeds Act: An ESSA overview. Education Week. Retrieved from
http://www.edweek.org/ew/issues/every-student-succeeds-act/

231
Education Trust. (2016). The Every Student Succeeds Act: What's in it? What does it mean for
equity? Retrieved from https://edtrust.org/wp-content/uploads/2014/09/What-is-inESSA.pdf.
Endacott, J. L., Wright, G. P., Goering, C. Z., Collet, V. S., Denny, G. S., & Davis, J. J. (2015).
Robots teaching other little robots: Neoliberlism, CCSS, and teacher professionalism.
Review of Education, Pedagogy, and Culural Studies, 37(5), 414-437.
Eppley, K. (2015). Seven traps of the common core state standards. Journal of Adolescent &
Adult Literacy, 1-10.
Every Student Succeeds Act: Assessments under Title I, Part A & Title I, Part B: Summary of
Final Regulations (n.d.). Retrieved from https://www2.ed.gov/policy/elsec/leg/essa/
essaassessmentfactsheet1207.pdf
Fitchett, P. G., Heafner, T. L., Lambert, R. (2014). Assessment, autonomy, and elementary social
studies time. Teachers College Record, 116, 1-34.
Fraser, M. (2015). The bad math behind corporate America’s education agenda. New Labor
Forum, 24(1), 109-112.
Gangi, J. M., & Reilly, M. A. (2013). "Laying bare of questions which have been hidden by
answers": The English language arts standards of the Common Core, K-5. The Language
Literacy Spectrum, 23, 7-19.
Gawlik, M. A. (2007). Beyond the charter schoolhouse door: Teacher-perceived autonomy.
Education and Urban Society, 39(4), 524-553.
Gearing, R. E. (2004). Bracketing in research: A typology. Qualitative Health Research, 14(10),
1429-1452.
Giroux, H. A. (2013). America’s education deficit and the war on youth. New York, NY:
Monthly Review Press.
Goldstein, L. S. (2007). Beyond the DAP versus standards dilemma: Examining the unforgiving
complexity of kindergarten teaching in the United States. Early Childhood Research
Quarterly, 22, 39-54.
Green, E. (2017, July 8). States surprised to face stickler on school law. New York Times, p.A1
Gruae, E. (2001). What’s going on in children’s garden? Kindergarten today. Young Children,
56(30), 67-73.

232
Guernsey, L. & Mead, S., (2010). A next social contract for the primary years of education.
Washington, DC: Nee America Foundation.
Gullo, D., & Hughes, K, (2011). Reclaiming kindergarten: Part I. Questions about theory and
practice. Early Childhood Education Journal, 38, 323-328.
Harrison-Jones, L. (2007). No child left behind and implications for black students. The Journal
of Negro Education, 76(3), 346-356.
Harvey, D. (2005). A brief history of neoliberalism. New York, NY: Oxford University Press.
Henig, J., Malone, H.J., & Reville, P. (2012). Addressing the disadvantages of poverty: Why
ignore the most important challenge of the post-standards era? In J. Mehta, R.B.
Schwartz, & F.M. Hess (Eds.), Futures of school reform (pp. 119-149). Cambridge, MA:
Harvard University Press.
Hess, F.M., & Finn, C.E. (Eds). (2007). No remedy left behind: Lessons from a half-decade of
nclb. Washington, D.C: AEI Press.
Hiebert, E.H., & Mesmer, H.E. (2013). Upping the ante of text complexity in the Common Core
State Standards: Examining its potential impact on young readers. Educational
Researcher, 42(1), p. 44-51.
Hinitz, B. F. (2013). The hidden history of early childhood education. New York, NY: Routledge
Hirsch, E. D. (2013). A common core standards defense. Washington Post. Retrieved from
https://www.washingtonpost.com/blogs/answer-sheet/wp/2013/01/31/a-common-corestandards-defense/
Ho, D. C. (2010). Teacher participation in curriculum and pedagogical decisions: Insights into
curriculum leadership. Educational Management Administration and Leadership, 38(5),
613-624.
Hodge, E., & Benko, S. L. (2014). A “common" vision of instruction? An analysis of
English/Language arts professional development materials related to the common core
state standards. English Teaching: Practice and Technique, 13(1), 169-196. Retrieved
from http://education. waikato.ac.nz/research/files/2014v13n1art10.pdf
Hoffman, J. L., Paciga, K. A., & Teale, W. H. (2014). Common Core State Standards and early
childhood literacy instruction: Confusions and conclusions. University of Illinois Center
for Literacy Research Report. Retrieved from https://www.google.com/
search?q=common+core+state+standards+and+early+childhood+literacy+instruction%3
AConfusions+and+conclusions&oq=common+core+state+standards+and+ea&aqs=chro
me.1.69i57j69i59l2j0l3.11246j0j7&sourceid=chrome&es_sm=91&ie=UTF-8

233
Hursh, D. (2007). Exacerbating inequality: The failed promise of the No Child Left Behind Act.
Race, Ethnicity and Education, 10(3), 295-308.

Illinois Report Card. (2017). Retrieved from https://illinoisreportcard.com/Default.aspx
Jennings, J. (2012). Reflections on a half-century of school reform: Why have we fallen short
and where do we go from here? Center on Education Policy, 1-11.
Kaniuka, T.S. (2009).NCLB, School-based instructional policy and decision-making: A
proposed research agenda. College Student Journal 43(3), 787-799.
Kim, H. K. (2011). Developmentally appropriate practice (DAP) as defined and interpreted by
early childhood preservice teachers: Beliefs about dap and influences of teacher
education and field experience. SRATE Journal, 20(2), 12-22.
Kohn, A. (2004). The case against "tougher standards." Retrieved from
http://www.alfiekohn.org/standards-and-testing/case-tougher-standards/?print=pdf
Kornhaber, M. L., Griffith, K., & Tyler A. (2014). It's not education by zip code anymore-but
what is it? Conceptions of equity under the Common Core. Education Policy Archives,
22(4), 1-30. Retrieved from http://epaa.asu.edu/ojs/
Kozloff, M. A., & Bessellieu, F.B. (2000). Direct instruction is developmentally appropriate.
Retrieved from http://special.edschool.virginia.edu/papers/MK_DI_DAP.pdf
Kozol, J. (2005). The shame of the nation: The restoration of apartheid schooling in America.
New York, NY: Crown Publishers.
Krashen, A. (2014). A disaster for Libraries, a Disaster for Language Arts, a Disaster for
American education. Knowledge Quest, 42(3), 37-45.
Kronholz, J. (2005). Preschoolers' prep courses help kids get ready for kindergarten, which is
like first grade used to be. Wall Street Journal. Retrieved from
http://www.wsj.com/articles/SB112112793958382885
Lee, J., & Reeves, T. (2012). Revisiting the Impact of NCLB high-stakes school accountability,
capacity, and resources: State NAEP 1990-2009 reading and math achievement gaps and
trends. Educational Evaluation and Policy Analysis 34(2), 209-231.
Lee, S., & Goh, G. (2012). Action research to address the transition from kindergarten to primary
school: Children's authentic learning, construction play, and pretend play. Early
Childhood Research & Practices, 14(1), 1-16.

234
Levin, B., Schwartz, R. B., & Gamoran, A. (2012). Learning from abroad: Rapid improvement is
possible, even in a system like ours. In J. Mehta, R.B. Schwartz, & F. M. Hess (Eds.),
Futures of school reform (pp. 13-34). Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press.
Lipman, P. (2011). The new political economy of urban education: Neoliberalism, race, and the
right to the city. New York, NY: Routledge.
Lubeck, S. (1998). Is developmentally appropriate practice for everyone? Childhood Education,
(74)5, 283-292.
Mathis, W.J. (2010). The “Common Core” Standards initiative: An effective reform tool?
Boulder, CO: Education and the Public Interest Center & Education Policy Research
Unit. Retrieved from http://epicpolicy.org/publication/common-core-standards
Matlock, K. L., Goering, C. Z., Endacott, J., Stewart-Collet, V., Denny, G. S., Jennings-Davis, J.,
& Wright, G. P. (2016). Teachers’ views of the common core state standards and its
implementation. Educational Review, 68(3), 291-305.
Mattera, J. D. (2010). No preschooler left behind: Preschool policies in the NCLB world.
Journal of Educational Research & Policy Studies. 10(1), 35-49.
Maxwell, J. A. (2013). Qualitative research design: An interactive approach (3rd ed.). Thousand
Oaks, CA: SAGE Publishing.
May, D. (2010). Curriculum control and teachers’ perceptions of professional discretion and
satisfaction (Doctoral dissertation). Retrieved from
http://etd.fcla.edu/CF/CFE0003210/May_Donald_S_EdD.pdf
Merriam, S. B. (2009). Qualitative research: A guide to design and implementation. San
Francisco, CA: Jossey-Bass.
Mertens, D. M. (2015). Research and evaluation in education and psychology (4th ed.).
Thousand Oaks, CA: SAGE Publishing.
Michelman, B. (2012). The Never-Ending Story of ESEA Reauthorization. ASCD Policy
Priorities, 18(1). Retrieved from
http://www.ascd.org/publications/newsletters/policy_priorities/vol18/num01/The_NeverEnding_Story_of_ESEA_Reauthorization.aspx
Morrow, L. M., & Tracey, D.H. (2007). Best practices in early literacy development in
preschool, kindergarten, and first grade. In L.B. Gambrell, L.M. Morrow, & M. Pressley
(Eds.) Best practices in literacy instruction (pp. 57-82). New York, NY: Guilford Press.
Moustakas, C. (1994). Phenomenological research methods. Thousand Oaks, CA: SAGE
Publications.

235
National Association for the Education of Young Children. (n.d.). Our mission and strategic
direction. Retrieved from http://www.naeyc.org/about/mission
National Association for the Education of Young Children. (2009). Developmentally appropriate
practice in early childhood programs serving children from birth through age 8.
Retrieved from https://www.naeyc.org/sites/default/files/globallyshared/downloads/PDFs/resources/position-statements/PSDAP.pdf
National Association for the Education of Young Children. (2012). The Common Core State
Standards: Caution and opportunity for early childhood education. 1-11. Retrieved from
http://www.naeyc.org/files/naeyc/11_CommonCore1_2A_rv2.pdf
National Association for the Education of Young Children. (2015). Developmentally appropriate
practice and the common core state standards: Framing the issues. Retrieved from
https://issuu.com/naeyc/docs/15_developmentally_appropriate_prac
National Association for the Education of Young Children & the National Association of Early
Childhood Specialists in State Departments of Education. (2003). Early childhood
curriculum, assessment, and program evaluation. Retrieved from
https://www.naeyc.org/files/naeyc/file/positions/pscape.pdf
National Association for the Education of Young Children & the National Association of Early
Childhood Specialists in State Departments of Education. (2010). Joint statement of the
national association for the education of young children and the national association of
early childhood specialists in state departments of education on the common core
standards initiative related to kindergarten through third grade. Retrieved from
http://www.naeyc.org/files/naeyc/file/policy/NAEYC-NAECS-SDE-Core-StandardsStatement.pdf
National Association of Early Childhood Specialists in State Departments of Education. (2001).
Still unacceptable trend in kindergarten entry and placement. Retrieved from
https://www.naeyc.org/files/naeyc/file/positions/Psunacc.pdf
National Governor’s Association, Council of Chief State Schools Officers, & Achieve, Inc.
(2008). Benchmarking for success: Ensuring U.S. students receive a world-class
education. Retrieved from http://www.edweek.org/media/
benchmakring%20for%20success%20dec%202008%20final.pdf
National Institute for Early Education Research. (2015). Executive summary. Retrieved from
http://nieer.org/sites/nieer/files/yearbook2014_executivesummary_1.pdf
Neuman, S.B. & Gambrell, L.B. (2013). Challenges and opportunities in the implementation of
common core state standards. In S.B. Neuman & L.B. Gambrell (Eds.). Quality reading

236
instruction in the age of Common Core Standards (1-12). Newark, DE: International
Reading Association.
Nicolopoulou, A. (2010). The alarming disappearance of play from early childhood education.
Human Development, 53(1-4).
Nitecki, E., & Chung, M. (2013). What is not covered by the standards: How to support
emergent literacy in preschool classrooms. Language Literacy Spectrum, 23, 47-57.
Retrieved from
http://www.nysreading.org/sites/default/files/Language%20and%20Literacy%20Spectru
m%20Volume%2023%20Final%20FINAL%20Revision.pdf
Noddings, N. (2007). When school reform goes wrong. New York, NY: Teachers College Press.
Nutbrown, C., Clough, P., & Selbie, P. (2008). Early childhood education: History, philosophy,
and experience. Thousand Oaks, CA: SAGE Publications.
Papola-Ellis, A. (2014). Teaching under policy cascades: Common core and literacy instruction.
Journal of Language and Literacy Education [Online]. 10(1), 166-187. Retrieved from
http://jolle.coe.uga.edu
Parker, A., & Neuharth-Pritchett, S. (2006). Developmentally appropriate practice in
kindergarten: Factors shaping teacher beliefs and practice. Journal of Research in
Childhood Education 21(1), 65-78.
Partnership for Assessment Readiness for College and Career. (2017). Score results. Retrieved
from http://parcc-assessment.org/assessments/score-results
Pearson, L.C & Moomaw, W. (2005). The relationship between teacher autonomy and stress,
work satisfaction, empowerment, and professionalism. Education Research Quarterly,
29(1), 38-54.
Pederson, P. V. (2007). What is measured is treasured: The impact of the no child left behind act
on nonassessed subjects. Clearinghouse, 80(6), 287-291.
Pitt, A. & Phelan, A. (2008). Paradoxes of autonomy in professional life: A research problem.
Changing English: Studies in Culture and Education, 15(2), 189-197.
Powell, D., Higgins, H.J., Aram, R., & Freed, A. (2009). Impact of No Child Left Behind on
Curriculum and Instruction in Rural Schools. Rural Educator, 31(1), 19-28.
Ramos, R.C. (2006). Considerations on the role of teacher autonomy. Colombian Applied
Linguistics Journal, 8, 184-202

237
Ravitch, D. (2010). The death and life of the great American school system: How testing and
choice are undermining education. New York, NY: Basic Books.
Ravitch, D. (2013). Reign of error: The hoax of the privatization movement and the danger to
America’s public schools. New York, NY: Alfred A. Knopf
Renzulli, L.A., Parrott, H. M., & Beattie, I. R. (2011). Racial mismatch and school type: Teacher
satisfaction and retention in charter and traditional public schools. Sociology of
Education, 84(1), 23-28.
Res, L. A. & Nelson, M. C. (2004). How teachers' professional identities position high-stakes
test preparation in their classrooms. Teachers College Record, 106(6), 1288-1331.
Reutzel, D.R. (2013). Implementation of the Common Core State Standards and the practitioner:
Pitfalls and possibilities. In S.B. Neuman & L.B. Gambrell, (Eds.), Quality reading
instruction in the age of common core (59-74). Newark, DE: International Reading
Association.
Rethinking Schools. (2015). The trouble with the common core. Retrieved from
http://www.rethinkingschools.org//cmshandler.asp?archive/27_04/edit274/shtml
Rose, J., & Rogers, S. (2012). Principles under pressure: Student teachers' perspectives on final
teaching practice in early childhood classrooms. International Journal of Early Years
Education, 20(1), 43-58.
Rotberg, I. (2011). International test scores, irrelevant Policies. Edweek. Retrieved from
http://www.edweek.org/ew/articles/2011/09/14/03rotberg_ep.h31.html
Rushton, S., Juola-Rushton, A., & Larkin, E. (2009). Neuroscience, play and early childhood
education: Connections, implications, and assessment. Early Childhood Education
Journal, 37, 351-391.
Ryder, R. J., & Burton, J. L. (2006). Longitudinal study of direct instruction effects from first
through third grades. Journal of Educational Research, 99(3), 179-191.
Saltman, K. J. (2012). The failure of corporate school reform. Boulder, CO: Paradigm
Publishers.
Schneider, M.K. (2015). Who owns our schools? New York, NY: Teachers College Press.
Seidman, I. (2013). Interviewing as Qualitative research (4th ed.). New York, NY: Teachers
College Press.
Shanahan, T. (2014). Educational policy and literacy instruction. Reading Teacher, 66(1), 7-12.

238
Shanahan, T. (2015). Response to the joyful illiterate kindergarteners of Finland [Web log post].
Retrieved from http://www.shanahanonliteracy.com/2015/10/response-to-joyfulilliterate.html?utm_source=feedburner&utm_medium=email&utm_campaign=Feed%3A
+shanahanonliteracy%2FmQPL+%28Shanahan+on+Literacy%29
Shepard, L., & Smith, M.L. (1988). Escalating academic demand in kindergarten:
Counterproductive policies. Elementary School Journal, 89(2), 135-145. Retrieved from
http://nepc.colorado.edu/files/EscalatingAcademicDemand.pdf
Shipley, T. (2014). Early childhood education: Implementing developmentally appropriate
practices into literacy instruction [Web log post]. Retrieved from
http://www.wholechildeducation.org/blog/early-childhood-education-implementingdevelopmentally-appropriate-practice
Shulman, L.S. (1987). Knowledge and teaching: Foundations of the new reform. Harvard
Educational Review, 57(1), 1-22.
Smaller, H. (2015). The teacher disempowerment debate: historical reflections on "slender
autonomy." Paedagogica Historica, 51(1-2), 136-151.
Snow, K. (n.d.). Research news you can use: Debunking the play vs. learning dichotomy.
Retrieved from http://www.naeyc.org/content/research-news-you-can-use-play-vslearning
Spring, J. (2010). Political agendas for education: From change we can believe in to putting
America first. New York, NY: Routledge.
Stake, R. E. (2006). Multiple case study analysis. New York, NY: Guilford Publications, Inc.
Steger, M. B. & Roy, R. K. (2010). Neoliberalism: A very short introduction. New York, NY:
Oxford University Press.
Stern, S. (2014). Common Core: Yea. New York, NY: Encounter Books.
Stipek, D. (2004). Teaching practices in kindergarten and first grade: Different strokes for
different folks. Early Childhood Research Quarterly, 19, 548-568.
Stone, J. E. (2015). Misdirected teacher training has crippled education reform. Education
Consumers Foundation. Retrieved from http://education-consumers.org/pdf/Misdirectedteacher-training.pdf
Sweeney, J. (1981). Professional discretion and teacher satisfaction. High School Journal, 65(1),
1-6.

239
Tanner, D. (2013). Race To The Top and leave children behind. Journal of Curriculum Studies.
45(1), 4-15.
Tarozzi, M., & Mortari, L. (Eds.). (2010). Phenomenology and human science research today.
Villejuif Cedex, FRA: Zeta Books. Retrieved from http://www.ebrary.com
Tatum, A. W. (2013). Common Core State Standards: structuring and protecting equitable
pathways for African American boys. In S.B. Neuman & L.B. Gambrell (Eds.). Quality
reading instruction in the age of common core standards (75-89). Newark, DE:
International Reading Association.
Tenam-Zemach, M., & Flynn, J. (2011). America’s race to the top, our fall from grace.
Curriculum and Teaching Dialogue, 13(1&2), 113-125.
Thorson, D. E. & Lie, A. (n.d.). What is neoliberalism? Department of Political Science,
University of Oslo, 1-21.
Tienken, C. H. & Orlich, D. C. (2013). The school reform landscape: Fraud, myth, and lies.
Lanham. MA: Rowman & Littlefield Education.
Torres, A. C. (2014). "Are we architects or construction workers?" re-examining teacher
autonomy and turnover in charter schools. Education Policy Analysis Archives, 22(124),
1-26.
Tyack, D. & Cuban, L. (1995). Tinkering toward utopia: A century of public school reform.
Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press.
United States Census Bureau.(n.d.). 2010 Urban area FAQS. Retrieved from
https://www.census.gov/geo/reference/ua/uafaq.html
United States Department of Education. (n.d.). Policy and program studies service. Retrieved
from www.ed.gov/about/offices/list/opepd/ppss/reports.html
United States Department of Education. (2002). No Child Left Behind executive summary. 1-4.
Retrieved from http://www2.ed.gov/nclb/overview/intro/execsumm.pdf
United States Department of Education. (2009a). Race To The Top program executive summary.
1-15. Retrieved from https://www2.ed.gov/programs/racetothetop/executivesummary.pdf
United States Department of Education. (2009b). School choice for parents. Retrieved from
http://www2.ed.gov/parents/schools/choice/definitions.html

240
United States Department of Education. (2015). Stats in brief: Public school teacher autonomy
in the classroom across school years 2003-04, 2007-08, 2011-12. Retrieved from
https://nces.ed.gov/pubs2015/2015089.pdf
United States Department of Education. (2016). Transitioning to the Every Student Succeeds Act
(ESSA). Retrieved from https://www2.ed.gov/policy/elsec/leg/essa/faq/essa-faqs.pdf
United States Department of Education. (2017). Every Student Succeeds Act (ESSA). Retrieved
from http://www.ed.gov/essa?src=rn
United States National Commission on Excellence in Education. (1983). A Nation at Risk: The
imperative for educational reform: A report to the Nation and the Secretary of Education,
United States Department of Education. Washington, D.C.: The Commission.
Valle, R.S., & King, M. (1978). Existential-phenomenological alternatives for psychology. New
York, NY: Oxford University Press.
Van Horn, M., & Ramey, S. L. (2004). A new measure of assessing developmentally appropriate
practices in early elementary school, a developmentally appropriate practice template.
Early Childhood Research Quarterly, 19, 569-587.
van Manen, M. (1990). SUNY series, The philosophy of education: Researching lived
experience: Human science for an action sensitive pedagogy. Albany, NY: State
University of New York Press. Retrieved from http://www.ebrary.com
Vaughn, M., & Faircloth, B. (2013). Teaching with a purpose in mind. The Professional
Educator. 37(2). Retrieved from http://www.auburn.edu/academic/societies/
professional_educator/articles/vaughn_final.pdf
Walker, A. (2014). Identity, status, and culture: Examining barriers of success for students from
low socioeconomic backgrounds. New Directions for Teaching and Learning, 140, 23-30.
Wardle, F. (n.d.). Rethinking early childhood practices. Early Childhood News. Retrieved from
http://www.earlychildhoodnews.com/earlychildhood/article_view.aspx?ArticleID=627
Weiner, L. (2014). Teachers, teachers unions: This is a test. (Web log comment). Retrieved from
http://newpol.org/content/teachers-teachers-unions-and-%E2%80%9Commoncore%E2%80%9D-test
Wexler, A. (2014). Reaching higher? The impact of the common core state standards in the
visual arts, poverty, and disabilities. Arts Education Policy Review, 115, 52-61.
Willis, J. S., & Sandholtz, J. H. (2009). Constrained professionalism: Dilemmas of teaching in
the face of test-based accountability. Teachers College Record, 111(4), 1065-1114.

241
Wood, P. W. (2014). Common Core: Nay. New York, NY: Encounter Books.
Yin, R.K. (2014). Case study research: Design and methods. (5th ed.). Thousand Oaks, CA:
SAGE Publications.

APPENDIX A
LETTER OF INTRODUCTION

243
Hello, ColleagueMy name is Sarah Verbeke Machamer and I am a doctoral candidate at Northern Illinois
University, studying Curriculum and Instruction. [I received your contact information from --who suggested I contact you.] I am writing to ask if you would be willing to participate in my
upcoming research study of kindergarten teachers’ perceptions of the Common Core State
Standards.
This study is interview based. If you agree to participate, we will meet for three interviews that
will be conducted over a three to four week time span. Interviews will be scheduled at times and
locations that are convenient for you. Interviews can take place face-to-face, via Skype, Google
Hangouts, FaceTime, or by phone. Each interview will last no longer than 90-minutes. You will
be asked questions about your life history, your experience with the Common Core State
Standards, your experiences using developmentally appropriate practices, and discretion in your
teaching practice.
To ensure confidentiality, all interviews will be recorded using a password protected recording
application. Transcripts of the interviews will be composed using the password protected
application Google Docs. To ensure anonymity, participant, school districts, and school names
will be assigned pseudonyms.
Other than breach of confidentiality, participation in this study will pose no foreseeable personal
risk or benefit to you; however, as a result of your participation, I hope to learn more about how
kindergarten teachers experience the Common Core State Standards.
It is completely up to you whether to participate and you are free to withdraw from the study or
skip questions you would prefer not to answer during the course of the interviews. I sincerely
hope you will consider joining me in this study. If you are willing to participate, please contact
me as soon as possible at either of the contact numbers below.
I look forward to your reply. Thank you for your consideration.
Best,
Sarah Verbeke Machamer
Email: sarah_machamer@me.com
Cell: 630-660-8190
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Department of Leadership, Educational Psychology, and Foundations
I agree to participate in the research project titled Kindergarten Teachers’ Perceptions of the
Common Core State Standards Using Developmentally Appropriate Practices Across Four
School Contexts being conducted by Sarah Verbeke Machamer, a graduate student at Northern
Illinois University. I have been informed that the purpose of the study is to understand how
kindergarten teachers in four different schools settings experience the implementation of the
Common Core State Standards using Developmentally Appropriate Practices with kindergarten
students.

If I agree to participate in this study, I will be asked to do the following: participate in three, 90minute semi-structured interviews, share relevant documents, and participate in follow-up
interviews as needed. Interviews will be held at locations and times mutually agreeable to you
and the researcher. Interviews can be face-to-face or can also take place via Skype, FaceTime, or
Google Hangouts, or telephone, whichever is most convenient to me as participant. The three
interview sequence will take place over a four week time span. My participation is voluntary and
may be withdrawn at any time without penalty or prejudice, and that if I have any additional
questions concerning this study, I may contact Sarah Verbeke Machamer at 630-660-8190 and
faculty advisor Dr. Joseph Flynn at 815-753-4539. If I wish further information regarding my
rights as a research subject, I may contact the Office of Research Compliance at Northern Illinois
University at 815 753-8588. The intended benefits of this study include contributing to the body
of knowledge about the implementation of the Common Core State Standards, contributing to the
field of early childhood instruction, and contributing to the current body of knowledge that exists
on school context, teacher discretion, and curricular change.

I have been informed that potential risks and/or discomforts I could experience during this study
are minimal and include a potential breach of confidentiality. In order to reduce or eliminate this
risk, I understand that all information gathered during this experiment will be kept confidential
by the use of pseudonyms for participant, school, and school district names. Audio recordings
will be taken on a password protected recording device. Transcripts of audio recordings, analysis
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of transcripts, and discussion of analysis will be taken on a password protected laptop and
composed on the password protected Google Application Docs. These data will be stored in the
password protected data storage applications of Google Drive and Dropbox.

I understand that my consent to participate in this project does not constitute a waiver of any
legal rights or redress I might have as a result of my participation, and I acknowledge that I have
received a copy of this consent form.

________________________________________________________

I understand that the interviews in which I participate will be recorded by the researcher. I give
consent to the researcher to record our conversations and store them in the password protected
data storage applications of Google Drive and Dropbox.
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Department of Leadership, Educational Psychology, and Foundations
To be read to the participant by the researcher:
You are being asked to participate in the research project titled Kindergarten Teachers’
Perceptions of the Common Core State Standards Using Developmentally Appropriate Practices
Across Four School Contexts being conducted by Sarah Verbeke Machamer, a graduate student
at Northern Illinois University. The purpose of the study is to understand how kindergarten
teachers in four different schools settings experience the implementation of the Common Core
State Standards using Developmentally Appropriate Practices with kindergarten students.

If you agree to participate in this study, you will be asked to do the following: participate in
three, 90-minute semi-structured interviews, share relevant documents, and participate in followup interviews as needed. Interviews will be held at locations and times mutually agreeable to you
and the researcher. Interviews can be face-to-face or can also take place via Skype, FaceTime,
Google Hangouts, or telephone, whichever is most convenient to you as participant. The three
interview sequence will take place over a four week time span. Your participation is voluntary
and may be withdrawn at any time without penalty or prejudice, and if you have any additional
questions concerning this study, you may contact Sarah Verbeke Machamer at 630-660-8190 and
faculty advisor Dr. Joseph Flynn at 815-753-4539. If you wish further information regarding
your rights as a research subject, you may contact the Office of Research Compliance at
Northern Illinois University at 815 753-8588. The intended benefits of this study include
contributing to the body of knowledge about the implementation of the Common Core State
Standards, contributing to the field of early childhood instruction, and contributing to the current
body of knowledge that exists on school context, teacher discretion, and curricular change.

The potential risks and/or discomforts you could experience during this study are minimal and
include a potential breach of confidentiality. In order to reduce or eliminate this risk, all
information gathered during this experiment will be kept confidential by the use of pseudonyms
for participant, school, and school district names. Audio recordings will be taken on a password
protected recording device. Transcripts of audio recordings, analysis of transcripts, and
discussion of analysis will be taken on a password protected laptop and composed on the
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password protected Google Application Docs. These data will be stored in the password
protected data storage applications of Google Drive and Dropbox.

Your consent to participate in this project does not constitute a waiver of any legal rights or
redress you might have as a result of my participation, and you acknowledge that you have
received a copy of this consent form in advance of oral consent.

Oral consent of: ______________________________________________given to researcher on:

_____________________________________

The interviews in which you will participate will be recorded by the researcher and stored in the
password protected data storage applications of Google Drive and Dropbox.
Oral consent to have interviews recorded and stored digitally given by:
____________________________________________ to the researcher on:
________________________________________
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Participant Name
(Pseudonym)

School
Type

School Name
(Pseudonym)

Age

Undergraduate Degree

Highest Degree Earned
&
Certifications

Years
Teaching

Years
Teaching
KDG

Charlotte

Rural

Thompson School

37

B.A. Elementary Education

B.A.

12

9

Diane

Rural

Ridgeland School

57

B.A. Elementary Education

B.A.

20

16

Jordan

Suburban

Hawthorne
Elementary School

40

B.A. Early Childhood Education

M.Ed., Reading
Reading Specialist
Certification

5

5

Karen

Suburban

Fairfax Elementary
School

46

B.A. Elementary Education

M.Ed., Reading and
Special Education

21

6

Trisha

Suburban

Wilson Elementary
School

52

B.A. Elementary Education

M.Ed., Curriculum &
Instruction
ESL Endorsement

29

18

Ashley

Urban

Spencer School

34

B.A. Early Childhood Education

M.Ed., Early Childhood
National Board
Certification
Gifted and Talented
Endorsement

12

12

Eva

Urban

Glenwood
Elementary School

36

B.S. Business & Communications

Alternative Teaching
Certification

3

3

Kim

Urban

Peterson
Elementary School

34

B.A Early Childhood Education

M.Ed., Reading &
Literacy
Working toward M.Ed.,
Educational Equity &
Educational
Working toward ELL
endorsement

13

12

Alyssa

Charter

Perry School

43

B.A. in Elementary Education

M. Ed.

21

6

Drew

Charter

Bennett
Elementary School

27

B.A. History, minor in Early
Childhood Education

Alternative Teaching
Certification

5

3

Ellen

Charter

Marshall
Elementary School

29

B.A. English & Political Science

Alternative Teaching
Certification

8

3
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Demographic Grouping

Participants

School Setting

High poverty (more than 50%
of student population who
qualify for free or reduced
priced lunch)

Diane
Drew
Ellen
Jordan

Rural
Charter
Charter
Suburban

ELL (more than 10% of
school population qualifying
for ELL services)

Charlotte

Rural

High Poverty ELL (more than
50% high poverty & more
than 10% of school
population qualifying for ELL
services)

Trisha
Eva
Kim
Alyssa

Suburban
Urban
Urban
Charter

Low Poverty (less than 25%
of student population who
qualify for free or reduced
priced lunch)

Ashley
Karen

Urban
Suburban
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Participants Teaching Prior to CCSS
Implementation

Participants Teaching Since CCSS Adoption

Charlotte (Rural)
Diane (Rural)
Karen (Suburban)
Trisha (Suburban)
Ashley (Urban)
Kim (Urban)
Alyssa (Charter)
Ellen (Charter)

Jordan (Suburban)
Eva (Urban)
Drew (Charter)
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Good evening, Ms.--,
My name is Sarah Machamer. I am a teacher right up the road from you in the Crete-Monee
School District and also a doctoral candidate in Curriculum and Instruction at Northern Illinois
University. I found your contact information on the --- District's website. I am actively seeking
teachers who work in rural public schools to participate in my current research study. My study
focuses on kindergarten teachers’ perceptions of the Common Core State Standards. I am writing
to you to see if you might partner with me in this confidential research study. Your participation
would involving having 3 phone interviews with me, so it is not overly time consuming at all.
I am very excited about this topic. If you are even slightly interested, I would love to share more
study details with you! I can be contacted at: sarah_machamer@me.com or at
sarahvmachamer@gmail.com
I hope to hear from you! Thank you for your consideration.
Best,
Sarah Machamer
Literacy Coach
Balmoral Elementary School
Crete-Monee School District 201U
machamers@cm201u.org
630-660-819
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● Tell me about yourself.
○ Where were you born?
○ Where did you grow up?
○ Describe your family.
○ How old are you?
○ Describe your life right now.
● In the years that led up to where are you are now, what are some key experiences in your
personal or professional life?
● Describe your own school experience.
○ Where did you go to school?
○ What did you like most about school?
○ What did you like least about school?
○ Were there any key experiences in your own school experience?
○ What else stands out to you?
● Describe your teaching experience.
○ What led you to become a teacher?
○ How long have you been teaching?
○ Where have you taught?
○ What grades have you taught?
○ What led you to teach kindergarten?
● How did you come to teach at your current school?
○ How would you describe your school?
○ How would you describe the school district? (or network)
○ What has been your experience at this school?
○ What else stands out to you?
● What personal or professional experiences most shaped your opinions about teaching?
○ About teaching kindergarten students?
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● This study looks to understand your experience with the Common Core State Standards.
In your own words, would you describe the CCSS?
● Talk about your experience with standards and accountability prior to the implementation
of the CCSS in 2010.
● What has been your experience with the Common Core State Standards?
○ How did you learn about the CCSS?
○ What sort of professional development have you received on the CCSS?
○ What about the CCSS stands out to you?
○ As you have been implementing the CCSS, what stand out to you?
○ Has your understanding of the CCSS changed since you first learned of them?
■ In what way?
● Share definition of DAP
● What has been your experience with implementing developmentally appropriate practices
in your teaching?
○ Have you experienced a difference in implementing DAP since the adoption of
CCSS?
● Share definition of teacher discretion
● Share your experiences with teacher discretion in your career.
○ Describe the discretion you experience in your current teaching situation.
● You work in a (suburban public, rural public, urban public, urban charter school).
Describe how do you think your school context impacts your work as a kindergarten
teacher.
Developmentally Appropriate Practices
Teaching methods for learners age birth to 8 that prioritize caring and respectful classroom
environments, positive teacher-student relationships and use of varied student-centered activities
that include all forms of play, careful planning of instruction, on-going and meaningful
assessment of student learning to guide instruction, and strong family/parent/school partnerships
(Copple & Bredekamp, 2009).
Teacher Discretion
The term will be considered synonymous with the terms teacher autonomy and teacher decisionmaking as it relates to curriculum and instruction. It will be viewed as the capacity a teacher has
to identify and deliver instructional practices that address the needs of his or her students.
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● Based on your experience implementing the CCSS in kindergarten, what have you
learned?
○ What do you want others to know?
● Place yourself on a continuum. Ten on the continuum is extremely important to you, one
is not at all important to you. Where would you put yourself on that continuum in terms
of the importance that you place on developmentally appropriate practices in
kindergarten?
● What makes developmentally appropriate practice meaningful to you?
● What are your perceptions of the Common Core State Standards and their influence on
developmentally appropriate practices?
● Place yourself on a continuum. Ten on the continuum is extremely important to you, one
is not at all important to you. Where would you put yourself on that continuum in terms
of the importance that you place on discretion in your practice?
● Talk about what teacher discretion means to you. Describe its importance to you.
● How do you perceive the impact of the Common Core State Standards on teacher
discretion kindergarten?
● How do you perceive the influence that your school setting and its structures have on
your implementation of the Common Core State Standards?
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Question

Charlotte

In your own words, -Tough. It’s tough on
would you describe both teachers and
the CCSS?
students. I see good
and bad. I think from
where I’m at, it’s tough
for the kids because
they are so low and
they just, they come in
needing so much more
and that Common Core
is just like wants them
at a certain spot at a
certain time and if they
are not there it’s almost
like they get
discouraged because
they see gosh I have to
do this and they can’t
do it and I have to keep
pushing and pushing...I
wish I could just take
longer with things (p.
1, 10-14) -But with
Common Core it’s
very strict on like how
many weeks we should
spend on something
and how it’s supposed
to be followed. (p. 1,
16-17); -it’s just the
wording or you know it
just makes that a little
more difficult (p. 2,
42);

Statements

Phrases

Formulated
Meanings

-Tough. It’s tough on both
teachers and students. (p.
1, 10) -it’s tough for the
kids because they are so
low and they just, they
come in needing so much
more (p. 11) -I have to
keep pushing and
pushing....I wish I could
just take longer with
things (p. 1, 14)

-Tough on teachers
and students -I have
to keep pushing and
pushing. -I wish I
could just take
longer with things

Charlotte perceives
the CCSS to be hard
on teachers and
students as a lot of
content that must be
covered in one year.
Charlotte feels she
has to push through
content and cannot
afford to linger on
concepts or skills
when her students
struggle.

APPENDIX L
INTERVIEW #3 EXAMPLE OF DATA ANALYSIS

267
Research
Questions
How do you
perceive the
influence that you
school setting and
its structures have
on your
implementation of
the CCSS?

Jordan

Statements

Phrases

I think it is in between.
(p. 5, 154); I don’t think
that it’s hurt my
implementation of the
CCSS, I think that there
are a lot of resources that
we as teachers at
Hawthorne can tap into.
There are a lot of expert
teachers, there are
coaches, and specialists
as well as our
administration that if we
have an issue or we have
a struggle that we come
across or we are trying to
implement, there is a
support system to help
us. (p. 5, 156-160); There
are some structures that
if weren’t there could
possibly make it better,
like the rigorous
scheduling (p. 5, 160161); I feel in a really
good place where if I had
a struggle, a genuine
struggle there are always
these resources that I can
tap into without any
problems because it’s
Hawthorne. And I don’t
think, even though there
are schools in the district,
I feel very proud that, I
don’t think that anybody
else in any school in our
district would be able to
say that. (p. 5, 167-170);

-I think it is in between.
-I don’t think that it’s
hurt my implementation
of the CCSS, I think
that there are a lot of
resources that we as
teachers at Hawthorne
can tap into -There are
a lot of expert teachers,
there are coaches, and
specialists as well as
our administration that
if we have an issue or
we have a struggle that
we come across or we
are trying to implement,
there is a support
system to help us. There are some
structures that if
weren’t there could
possibly make it better,
like the rigorous
scheduling -And I don’t
think, even though there
are schools in the
district, I feel very
proud that, I don’t think
that anybody else in any
school in our district
would be able to say
that

- it is in between. -I
don’t think that it’s
hurt my
implementation of the
CCSS, -there are a lot
of resources that we as
teachers at Hawthorne
can tap into -expert
teachers, there are
coaches, and specialists
as well as our
administration that if
we have an issue or we
have a struggle that we
come across or we are
trying to implement,
there is a support
system - some
structures that if
weren’t there could
possibly make it better,
like the rigorous
scheduling -I don’t
think that anybody else
in any school in our
district would be able
to say that

Formulated
Meanings
Jordan perceived the
influence her school
setting and its
structures have on her
ability to implement
the CCSS as mostly
positive. With the
exception of rigorous
scheduling of time,
Jordan feels that her
teaching peers,
coaches, specialists,
and administration
give her the
necessary support to
help her try new
strategies or address
any problems she
might encounter. She
feels her school
stands out among all
other school in her
district in its capacity
to support teachers.

APPENDIX M
FORMULATED MEANINGS FROM INTERVIEW #2 EXAMPLE

269
Questions

Alyssa

Drew

Ellen

Themes

In your own words,
would you describe
the CCSS?

Alyssa describes
the CCSS as broad
standards that
reach across many
grade levels that
ask students to
think deeply. The
CCSS do not
prescribe
methodologies but
do prescribe
specific skills and
subject area
content.

Drew describes
the CCSS as the
current best
effort to help
students
develop their
critical thinking
and conceptual
knowledge.
Drew further
describes the
CCSS as a form
of
standardization
across the
country with the
goal of
increasing
educational
equity by having
the same
educational
expectations
across states.

Ellen describes
the CCSS as
standards which
promote
rigorous and
higher order
thinking and as
a result, more
complex work
products. Ellen
describes the
CCSS as a
providing an
educational path
for students that
allow them to be
successful in
school so that
they are
workforce ready.

CCSS are a set
of standards that
promote critical
thinking.

Talk about your
experience with
standards and
accountability prior to
the implementation of
the CCSS.

Alyssa feels that it Drew has taught
was easier to teach exclusively
the previous
under the CCSS.
standards even
though there many
that she was
required to cover.

Ellen describes No common
her previous
theme
experience
working with
state standards as
working through
a series of small,
unrelated tasks
that were unique
to her state.
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CCSS
Questions
In your own
words,
would you
describe the
CCSS?

Charlotte

Diane

Jordan

Karen

Trisha

Ashley

Eva

Kim

Alyssa

Drew

Ellen

Charlotte
perceives
the CCSS
to be hard
on teachers
and
students as
a lot of
content
must be
covered in
one year.
Charlotte
feels she
has to push
through
content and
cannot
afford to
linger on
concepts or
skills when
her students
struggle.

Diane
describes the
CCSS as
rigorous
learning
goals that
ensure that
all students
are exposed
to similar
content.

Jordan
describes
the CCSS as
taking the
previous
state
standards
and shifting
them from
rote skills to
critical
thinking
skills
necessary
for a 21st
century
learner.
Jordan
describes
the CCSS as
outlining
skills that
will
transferable
to other
areas.

Karen
describes
the CCSS
as a set of
expectation
s of what
KDG
should be
able to do
by the end
of the year.
She
believes
that the
CCSS has
shifted
teachers
perspective
from a
deficit view
of students
achievemen
t to one that
focuses on
that
students
can
currently
accomplish.

Trisha
describes
the CCSS
as a set of
college and
career
readiness
learning
standards
created by
individuals
who lack
experience
actually
teaching
KDG
students due
to her belief
that they
omit much
of what
KDG
students
need to
learn and
experience,
such as
social and
emotional
skills.

Ashley
describes the
CCSS as a
set of
guidelines for
teachers to
follow that
are somewhat
similar to
previous state
standards.

Eva
describes
the CCSS as
a set of end
of grade
level
expectations
that ensure
academic
growth from
year to year.

Kim
describes
the CCSS
as federal
guidelines
for
educational
expectation
s and
instruction
al rigor
that
teachers in
every state
would be
required to
follow.

Alyssa
describes
the CCSS
as broad
standards
that reach
across
many grade
levels that
are broad
and ask
students to
think
deeply. The
CCSS do
not
prescribe
methodolo
gies are do
prescribe
specific
skills and
subject area
content.

Drew
describes
the CCSS
as the
current best
effort to
help
students
develop
their critical
thinking
and
conceptual
knowledge.
Drew
further
describes
the CCSS
as a form of
standardizat
ion across
the country
with the
goal of
increasing
educational
equity by
having the
same
educational
expecations
across
states.

Ellen
describes
the CCSS as
standards
which
promote
rigorous and
higher order
thinking and
as a result,
more
complex
work
products.
Ellen
describes
the CCSS as
a providing
an
educational
path for
students that
allow them
to be
successful
in school so
that they are
workforce
ready.

Themes
Across
Contexts
-Rigorous
standards that
promote
critical
thinking
(6/11) -End
of grade level
expectations
(2/11) -CCSS
similar to
past
standards
(2/11)
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What are kindergarten teachers’ perceptions of the CCSS and
their influence on developmentally appropriate practices?



What are kindergarten teachers’ perceptions of the impact that the
CCSS has had on teacher discretion regarding curriculum and
instruction in the kindergarten classroom?



How do kindergarten teachers perceive the influence that their
school setting and its structures have on their implementation of
the CCSS?

CCSS Understanding & Background
● In your own words, would you describe the CCSS?
○ Rural: CCSS are rigorous
○ Suburban: No common theme
○ Urban: CCSS are guidelines for end of year expectations
○ Charter: CCSS are a set of standards that promote critical thinking.
○ Across Contexts:
■ Rigorous standards that promote critical thinking (6/11)
■ End of grade level expectations (2/11)
■ CCSS similar to past standards (2/11)
● Talk about your experience with standards and accountability prior to the implementation
of the CCSS.
○ Rural: No common theme
○ Suburban: No common theme
○ Urban: No common theme
○ Charter: No common theme
○ Across Contexts:
■ Previous state standards easier to use (2/11)
■ Used but with little accountability (3/11)
■ Did not teach prior to CCSS (3/11)
● What about the CCSS stands out to you?
○ Rural: CCSS are rigorous
○ Suburban: No common theme
○ Urban: No common theme
○ Charter: The CCSS are academically rigorous and require deeper thinking
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○ Across Contexts:
■ CCSS are rigorous standards that promote critical thinking ( 7/11)
■ CCSS are limited (3/11)
● How has your understanding of CCSS changed over time?
○ Rural: No common theme
○ Suburban: Deeper understanding and manageability of instruction of CCSS with
experience(3/3); Jordan & Karen: Students are capable of CCSS
○ Urban: Deeper understanding and manageability of instruction of CCSS with
experience
○ Charter: Understanding of CCSS has deepened with teaching experience (3/3);
Understanding the CCSS is not really skill focus but strategy and thinking focused
(2/3)
○ Across Contexts:
■ Understanding of CCSS has deepened with experience (10/11)
■ CCSS perceived as achievable by KDG students (2/11)
■ CCSS used as guide for instructional decisions (3/11)
● Based on your experience implementing the CCSS, what have you learned?
○ Rural: The rigorous nature of the CCSS forces teachers to spend more time on
academics and less time on DAP to develop social/emotional skills
○ Suburban: No common theme
○ Urban: No common theme
○ Charter: Students not working at grade level pose problems with CCSS
instruction (2/3)
○ Across Contexts:
■ CCSS leave less time for play and DAP (2/11)
■ CCSS lays out skills and content that not every student can achieve (3/11)
● What do you want others to know?
○ Rural: No common theme
○ Suburban: No common theme
○ Urban: No common theme
○ Charter: The CCSS are rigorous and require students to think more deeply and
analytically.
○ Across Contexts:
■ CCSS should be viewed in positive light (3/11)
■ CCSS should not be perceived as intimidating (2/11)
■ CCSS focus on process of learning (2/11)
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DAP Experience & Perceptions of the CCSS influence on DAP
● What has been your experience with developmentally appropriate practice in your
teaching?
○ Rural: It is harder to implement DAP due to curricular load under CCSS; The
need have DAP in order to develop social/emotional skill in KDG students
○ Suburban: It is harder to implement DAP due to curricular load under CCSS; The
need have DAP in order to develop social/emotional skill in KDG students
○ Urban: Use of DAP requires advocacy from teacher. Ashley and Kim: Resigned
positions due to inability to use DAP.
○ Charter: No common theme
○ Across Contexts: DAP an important part of belief system and teaching practice
● Have you experienced a difference in implementing DAP since the adoption of CCSS?
○ Rural: DAP more difficult to implement since CCSS adoption
○ Suburban: Trisha & Karen: Pressure from administration for more academic focus
in KDG
○ Urban: No common theme
○ Charter: Alyssa & Ellen: Teachers must advocate use of DAP
○ Across Contexts: Difference perceived in ability to use DAP after adoption of
CCSS (6/11)
● On a scale from 1-10. Rate DAPs importance to you.
○ Rural: DAP very important
○ Suburban: DAP very important
○ Urban: DAP very important
○ Charter: DAP important
○ Across Contexts: DAP rated as important to teaching practice (11/11)
● What makes DAP meaningful to you?
○ Rural: No common theme
○ Suburban: DAP provides balances academic and social/emotional learning that
needs to take place in KDG
○ Urban: DAP is meaningful in that it provides activities that supports learning
needs of KDG age students
○ Charter: DAP is meaningful because it supports how KDG students learn
○ Across Contexts:
■ DAP meaningful b/c it supports academic achievement (5/11)
■ DAP meaningful b/c it supports social/emotional development (4/11)
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● What are your perceptions of the CCSS and their influence on DAP?
○ Rural: CCSS make it difficult to use DAP
○ Suburban: The CCSS have made it difficult to use DAP due to increased
academic content.
○ Urban: Teachers may drop use of DAP if they feel pressure about assessments or
don't have pedagogical skills to address them in a DA manner.
○ Charter: Drew & Ellen: CCSS positively impacts use of DAP due to content
demands; Alyssa: CCSS negatively impacts DAP due to content demands
○ Across Contexts:
■ Teacher creativity for CCSS to be DA (2/11)
■ Increased content reduces time for DAP (3/11)
■ Administrative pressure for achievement gains reduces DAP (4/11)
■ CCSS offer unique opportunity to integrate DAP into KDG (3/11)
■ Perception that CCSS more important than DAP (2/11)
Discretion Experience & Perceptions of the Impact of CCSS on Teacher Discretion
● Share your experience with teacher discretion in your career.
○ Rural: CCSS reduces discretion
○ Suburban: Discretion in career at various times
○ Urban: Discretion in teaching dependent on principal
○ Charter: Alyssa & Drew: Lack of discretion forces teachers to be subversive.
○ Across Contexts: Various levels
● Describe the discretion you experience in your current teaching situation.
○ Rural: Teachers asserting discretion in spite of admin mandates
○ Suburban: Jordan & Karen experience discretion in their current teaching context.
Trisha does not.
○ Urban: Discretion in current teaching position
○ Charter: Charter teachers experience discretion; Discretion earned through student
performance (2/3)
○ Across Contexts:
■ Decreased or minimal discretion (3/11)
■ High degree of discretion from admin (5/11)
■ High degree of discretion from admin due to achievement results (3/11)
● On a scale from 1-10, rate the importance of teacher discretion in your practice.
○ Rural: Discretion is very important
○ Suburban: Having teacher discretion is important
○ Urban: Discretion important
○ Charter: Discretion important
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○ Across Contexts: Teacher discretion is important
● Describe the importance that teacher discretion has to you.
○ Rural: No common theme
○ Suburban: Joran & Karen: discretion with curriculum materials
○ Urban: No common theme
○ Charter: Alyssa & Ellen: Teachers have capacity to make best decisions on behalf
of students
○ Across Contexts:
■ Teacher best suited to make instructional decisions on behalf of students
(4/11)
■ Discretion with use of mandated curricula (2/11)
● How do you perceive the impact of the CCSS on teacher discretion in KDG?
○ Rural: CCSS requirement reduces discretion due to their mandate
○ Suburban: No common theme
○ Urban: Curricular mandates and principal support impact discretion more than
CCSS.
○ Charter: No common theme
○ Across Contexts:
■ CCSS as mandate reduces discretion (2/11)
■ No connection between CCSS and discretion (2/11)
■ CCSS requires teachers to work in creative ways and collaboratively (
School Setting and its Influence on Implementation of CCSS
● How did you learn about the CCSS? What PD did you have?
○ Rural: CCSS required independent study
○ Suburban: CCSS professional development provided by district.
○ Urban: No common theme
○ Charter: No formal PD on CCSS provided by networks.
○ Across Contexts:
■ PD on CCSS provided by school district, network, or school (7/11)
■ No PD on CCSS provided (4/11)
● You work in a --- school. Describe how your school impacts your work as a KDG
teacher.
○ Rural: Rural school context foster close-knit relationships among teaching staff
and allows teachers to forge strong relationships with students
○ Suburban: Context defines work as KDG teacher
○ Urban: Context defines work as KDG teacher.
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○ Charter: Context negatively impacts work as a KDG teacher, but for different
reasons.
○ Across Contexts:
● How do you perceive the influence that your school setting and its structures have on
your implementation of the CCSS?
○ Rural: Setting hinders implementation of the CCSS but for different reasons
○ Suburban: Jordan & Trisha: School structures support implementation of the
CCSS though PD
○ Urban: No common theme
○ Charter: School context negatively influence ability to implement CCSS, but for
different reasons
○ Across Contexts:
■ Setting is positive: Jordan, Karen, Ashley
● Support from admin and PD
● No clear response: Ashley (inferred positive due to skills of
students
●
■ Setting as negative/challenging: Charlotte, Diane, Trisha, Eva, Kim,
Alyssa, Drew, Ellen, Eva
● Lack of prerequisite skills (Charlotte, Trisha, Ellen)
● Lack admin vision (Trisha)
● Limited collaboration (Diane)
● High attrition rate of teachers (Kim, Drew)
● Conflict with administration (Eva, Alyssa)
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RQ #1: What are kindergarten teachers’ perceptions of the CCSS and their influence on DAP?
Theme #1

The CCSS are academically challenging

Theme #2

DAP are important to kindergarten teachers

Theme #3

Kindergarten teachers perceive barriers to the use of DAP

RQ #2: What are kindergarten teachers’ perceptions of the impact that the CCSS has had on
teacher discretion regarding curriculum and instruction in the kindergarten classroom?
Theme #4

Discretion is important to kindergarten teachers

RQ #3: How do kindergarten teachers perceive the influence their school setting and its
structures have on their implementation of the CCSS?
Theme #5

Students prerequisite skills affect implementation of the CCSS

APPENDIX Q
RESEARCH QUESTIONS AND THEMES REVISED
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RQ #1: What are kindergarten teachers’ perceptions of the CCSS and their influence on DAP?
Theme #1

The CCSS are academically challenging

Theme #2

DAP are important to kindergarten teachers

Theme #3

Kindergarten teachers perceive barriers to the use of DAP

RQ #2: What are kindergarten teachers’ perceptions of the impact that the CCSS has had on
teacher discretion regarding curriculum and instruction in the kindergarten classroom?
Theme #4

Discretion is important to kindergarten teachers

RQ #3: How do kindergarten teachers perceive the influence their school setting and its
structures have on their implementation of the CCSS?
Theme #5

Personnel influence implementation of the CCSS
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Theme 1: CCSS are academically challenging for kindergarten students
Participant

School
Setting

Common
Perception

Significant Statements

Diane

Rural

The rigor of
CCSS require
students to
think deeply
and critically

[The CCSS] help kids everywhere ensure that
they are all kind of covering the same types of
things, the same big basic ideas. (Interview #2, p.
1, 12-13)

Kim

Urban

Federal guidelines for students to be proficient so
that students moving between states would have
similar expectations and the rigor would be
similar. (Interview #2, p, 1, 12-14)

Alyssa

Charter

They kept saying it’s not breadth. It’s depth. It
[made me think] “How do you do that?” And
now I’m starting to understand what that really
means and how you can push your advanced
students and how you can try to
scaffold.(Interview #2, p. 4, 146-149);

Drew

Charter

I see the Common Core Standards as the, as what
we currently know to be the best way to push our
children towards critical thinking and conceptual
understanding rather than factual, recall and
lower Bloom’s vocabulary. (Interview #2, p. 1,
16-18)
We’re just making sure the kids are
understanding what they are learning rather than
just regurgitating. (Interview #3, p.1, 36-37)

Ellen

Jordan

Suburban

Charlotte

Rural

Diane

[The CCSS require] thinking about things on a
different scale as opposed to things that are rote,
memory types skills” (Interview #2, p. 1, 26-27).
Overall rigor of
CCSS content
challenging for
kindergarten
students

I have to [teach] this [CCSS content] and they
can’t do it and I have to keep pushing and
pushing...I wish I could just take longer with
things (Interview #2, 13-14)
The rigor. The high expectations for my age, for
the kindergarten age group. I think some of it is
kind of a push, not age appropriate...some of the
things that they are expecting them to do and be
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able to do” (Interview #2, p. 2, 66-68)
Trisha

Suburban

I learned that you do the best you can but you can
never completely implement them I don't think
(Interview #3, p.1, 3-4)

Alyssa

Charter

A lot of [my students] did not come with the
prerequisite skills... so it was almost like we had
to go backwards and give them those prerequisite
skills before we could get started. (Interview #3,
p. 1, 15-17)

Eva

Urban

I think sometimes people think that they are the
end all. That this is where we have to be...they
should all be able to do this. And that's not true.
(Interview #2, p.2, 63-66)

Jordan

Suburban

Kim

Urban

Drew

Charter

Ellen

CCSS require
students to
demonstrate
their knowledge
in ways that are
challenging

We are expecting them to look for the things that
are not just the factual answers. Have them infer
and things like that. (Interview #2, p. 3, 110-111)
So in the past, the standards said, OK, they have
to know this. They have to be able to do this. But
now they have to know those things and be able
to explain their thinking. And I think that
metacognitive piece was the biggest shift for our
students. (Interview #2, p. 3, 77-79)
I think it’s the depth rather than breadth I guess is
the right word. The fact that each standard and
domain asks teachers and students to go so far in
depth into a conceptual
understanding...(Interview #2, p. 3, 109-111)
[The CCSS are] something we are moving
through and it can’t ever be checked off...
because it’s going to continue to spiral back and
continue to increase in rigor. (Interview #3, p. 1,
21-22)
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Theme 2: DAP is Important to teachers
Participant

School
Setting

Common
Perception

Significant Statements

Charlotte

Rural

DAP core
philosophical belief

This (points to DAP definition) is what I
was taught in school. This is what they
need. (Interview #2, p. 4, 145-146)

Jordan

Suburban

I truly believe that learning comes
through play. That is the hill that I will
die on. Kids learn through play.
(Interview #2, p. 7, 122-123)

Trisha

Ashley

So I guess that even though I started off
in third grade, I completely have the
kindergarten mentality. (Interview #2, p.
14, 530-531)
Urban

All my degrees are in, in early childhood
so that’s where like my beliefs lie
(Interview #2, p. 5, 190-191);

Kim

Alyssa

I believe that developmentally
appropriate practice is the only way we
are going to get five and six year olds to
buy into their education and I think when
kids see learning as fun you can teach
them anything. (Interview #3, p. 2, 5254)
To my core that is my like...that’s where
I stand. (Interview #2, p. 6, 193)

Charter

It’s probably my hill to die on and I’ve
been dying on that hill for 5 years now.
(Interview #2, p. 5, 87-88)

Drew

Charlotte

Diane

Rural

DAP are an essential
element that
kindergarten students
need to be happy and
successful in school

I try to give that positive experience
because this is it. If they don’t get a
positive experience in kindergarten they
are not going to like the rest of their
school years (Interview #2, p. 4, 134135);
Using developmentally appropriate
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practices is how we connect to kids.
(Interview 3, p. 2, 47);
Karen

Suburban

I just think that if it’s not
developmentally appropriate then the
kids are just going to be frustrated and
melt on you and hate coming to school
and you just going to create frustrated
learners that no longer have a love for it.
(Interview #3, p. 3, 79-81)

Eva

Urban

But I think [DAP is] a huge part. I think
it makes kids stronger. (Interview #2,
p.4, 120-121)

Drew

Charter

So if I’m using developmentally
appropriate practice, my kids just have
so much for fun and then learning is fun
and that’s going to serve them much
more and much longer than anything
else I can do for them. (Interview #3, p.
3, 77-79)

Ellen

And I feel like there are a lot of studies
I’ve seen that emphasize social skills
that they learn so much through playing.
(Interview #2, p. 7, 238-239)

Theme 3: Barriers to use of DAP
Participant

School
Setting

Common
Perception

Significant Statements

Charlotte

Rural

Academic
expectations of
the CCSS

They need to learn these things but there’s also
time for play and for being a kid and learning
just the rules of the school (Interview #2, p. 5,
159)

Diane

I do see that I've had to change the way that I
approach things and the amount of time I spend
on maybe one book or something or one
concept just because they want you to delve
into it so much deeper. (Interview #2, p.7, 254257)
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Jordan

Suburban

It's really hard to think of ways to make
developmentally appropriate practices fit in the
model of Common Core, simply because it’s
designed to be strictly academic and there is not
a huge social/emotional piece. (Interview #3, p.
2, 69-72)

Karen

Suburban

I do my best to do it, but I also have, a lot of
expectations and a lot of things I gotta get in
and you get pressed (Interview #3, p. 3, 96-97)

Eva

Urban

I think that sometimes the Common Core is just
too high for where these kids are truly at
developmentally (Inteview #3, p. 2, 55-56)

Charlotte

Rural

Karen

Suburban

Administrative
pressure

It is very important in our school that we are
following the Common Core Standards, that we
are doing what we're supposed to be doing.
We're aligning everything and they even have
us every month writing down, ‘What did you
do? How many weeks did it take?’ (Interview
#3, 2, 66-69)
Whenever we say they’re not ready, she says
they have to be ready because then you’re
holding up the whole process. (Interview #2, p.
p. 7, 243-244)
The principal I have this year, I’ve already had
a conversation with him about what’s
acceptable with kindergarten. And he said to
me, “I’m depending on the kindergarten
teachers to set the foundation for their college
and career readiness.”(Interview #2, p. 6, 211213)

Trisha

Ashley

Urban

I think with the Common Core has come with
some really high stakes testing which had put a
lot of pressure on teachers to push and push and
push and push, which you know, is not
appropriate for young children always.
(Interview #3, p. 2, 57-59)

Kim

Urban

If you don’t have somebody who takes on that
challenge and has that kind of background and
that idea [of] how to combine the two pieces
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and do it well, it’s a big struggle and I think
people scrap the developmentally appropriate
practice because of what the administration
want them to do (Interview #3, p. 3, 105-109)
Alyssa

Charter

When it comes from administration, they want
you to to push these standards or practices that
our kids aren’t ready for. (Interview #3, p. 2,
62-64)

Drew

In my experience it’s been a constant fight for it
and a constant lack of support from every
administration I’ve had. (Interview #2, p. 5,
184-185)

Ellen

I feel like maybe this is just me. I feel like...
you kinda have to argue...you have to argue for
them a little bit more so” (Interview #2, p. 8,
298-299)

Theme 4: Importance of discretion in practice
Participant School
Setting

Common
Perception

Diane

Lack of discretion Under this new administration then, we are not
in past or current having the autonomy that we had before.
position
(Interview #2, p. 8, 287-288)

Rural

Charlotte

Significant Statements

It is hard to [have] that discretion when we
have to follow the Common Core and
administration is making, wanting to make sure
that it’s being followed. (Interview #2, p. 5,
176-177)

Trisha

Suburban

No, we don’t have that. (Interview #2, p. 10,
352)

Kim

Urban

I had to teach with a clicker, like a dog, like a
pet clicker…so we would have a text in front of
the kindergarteners and they could not read
until I clicked the dog clicker. It was
horrifying. (Interview #2, p. 6, 200-205)
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Drew

Charter

Jordan

Suburban

Karen

Ashley

Ellen

Teachers best
positioned to
make instructional
decisions for
students

They have a respect and a trust for us to
know... what we are doing and that we have our
kids best interest at heart. (Interview #3, p. 4,
136-138)
I feel really trusted and respected for the most
part as a professional in regards to
implementing [the curriculum] and doing what
I need to do as a teacher. (Interview #2, p. 9,
317-320)

Urban

Eva

Alyssa

I had zero teacher discretion. If there was
negative, I had negative. (Interview #2, p. 8,
275

Everybody [at my school] is treated like a
professional. It’s like the counselor, you are the
expert at this...we’re going to listen to you. For
me, it’s you’re the expert in kindergarten.
We’re going to listen to you. And that’s how
our school kinda runs. (Interview #2, p. 10.
349-351)
So having my own discretion [in] my
classroom of what needs to happen in my
classroom, I feel like it is super important
because I know my kids. (Interview #3, p. 2,
72-73

Charter

It’s really important for the teacher to be in
charge of that and to make those types of
decisions. (Interview #3, p. 4, 151-152)
I like the opportunity to choose what I think is
best for my students. Ultimately, I spend the
most time with them than anyone in the
building. (Interview #3, p. 4, 130-131)
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Theme #5: School Setting Affects CCSS Implementation
Participant School
Setting

Common
Perception

Significant Statements

Charlotte

Rural

Students’
prerequisite skills
affects success
with the CCSS

It’s going to get harder every year because they
are not coming in with the skills that they need
to be where they’re at to start. (Interview #3, p.
5, 186-187)

Eva

Urban

So you're starting in an urban school, you're
starting way behind. (Interview #2, p. 7, 270)

Ellen

Charter

The Common Core Standards just feel rigorous
and [a] really hard place for us to get to.
(Interview #3, p. 5, 87-88)

Karen

Suburban

[H]ere I feel like I can do so much more
because of my students. The abilities of my
students because a lot of these kids are coming
in, the majority of them...99% have already
attended preschool for sometimes more than
two years, three years sometimes. (Interview #2,
p. 10, 368-373)

Ashely

Urban

It’s more like first grade with hints of
kindergarten. Because I have to teach first grade
curriculum, so we still do morning meeting
every day, we still play games every day, we
still sing every day, but it’s first grade.
(Interview # (Interview #2, 306-309)

Diane

Rural

Drew

Charter

I see an ideological commitment to the Common
Core State Standards but an overwhelmed
feeling and for the entire network that leads to
less focus on the standards themselves for the
majority of teachers. (Interview #3, p. 6, 192195)

Kim

Urban

We have such high turnover every year that’s
it’s, the consistency piece is really hard.

Personnel affect
implementation
of the CCSS

I don't have any other kindergarten teachers to
collaborate with and think through and bounce
ideas off of or share ideas with. (Interview #3, p.
6, 206-207)
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(Interview #3, p. 7, 266)
Trisha

Suburban

Just think of it: You’re the principal of the
school. You haven't been doing so good. Your
job depends on you getting your people to do
good. What are you going to tell your teachers
to focus on? Reading and math. (Interview #2,
p.14, 537-539)

Alyssa

Charter

[I] personally think that my personal beliefs and
the way that I approached teaching kindergarten
is the reason I am not teaching kindergarten
now. (Interview #3, p. 7, 261-263)

Jordan

Suburban

I think that there are a lot of resources that we as
teachers at Hawthorne can tap into. There are a
lot of expert teachers, there are coaches, and
specialists as well as our administration that if
we have an issue or we have a struggle that we
come across or we are trying to implement,
there is a support system to help us. (Interview
#3, p. 5, 156-160)

Ashley

Urban

I’ve been in a teaching environment where I was
under somebody’s thumb. Where I had to hang
my plans outside the door and if I wasn’t
teaching what I was expected to at that moment
in the day I’d get in trouble to nobody ever
looked at you ever to where I am now, where
it’s pretty balanced. If teachers aren’t allowed to
do what they know to be best for their kids, it’s
not gonna work. (Interview #3, p. 4, 136-140)

